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The Uniqueness of 
Opening the Scriptures

Opening the Scriptures is not a new series of technical 
commentaries that explain the Bible word for word, al-

though this series of volumes does rest upon careful exegesis. 
Nor is it a collection of sermons, although now and then the 
authors shine the light of Scripture on our modern world. Ac-
tually, there is no familiar category of Bible studies that serves 
as a suitable classification for Opening the Scriptures. This 
series has a unique character. It offers devout church members 
a series of popularly accessible primers, with no display of 
scholarly expertise, so that the average churchgoer can easily 
grasp them.1

As far as their approach is concerned, these volumes be-
gin by telling you about the structure of the biblical book 
that you want to study. This is because an overview of the 
whole enhances insight into the parts. After all, Scripture is 
not a loose-leaf assortment of essays or a collection of isolated 

1. [Translator’s note: In keeping with this purpose and where the flow 
of argument does not suffer, footnotes appearing in the original 
as well as some more technical references in the text have been 
omitted from this translation, since they refer primarily to Dutch 
and German literature, which for most readers of this series will 
be inaccessible.]



texts. Therefore the ABC of the authors of this series is this: 
pay attention to the text, the context, and the canonical place 
of the biblical book (or the other way around). What is the 
scope of a particular book, and how is it organized? What 
is its place in the totality of Scripture? For example, what 
ties Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings together? What does 
Lamentations have to say to us today? In short, Opening the 
Scriptures resembles a museum guidebook that opens your 
eyes to the beauty and meaning of the treasures, large and 
small, being exhibited.

The organization of this series follows the four main sec-
tional divisions of Holy Scripture (Luke 24:44). For the Holy 
Spirit has joined together all the books of the Bible into an 
imposing edifice. The Torah, or the five books of Moses, is 
the foundation upon which the entire Scripture rests. There-
fore this section of the Bible is discussed most extensively in 
Opening the Scriptures. The many prophetic books form the 
walls. The Psalms and Wisdom books are the windows. Over 
all of this the Holy Spirit has laid the golden dome roof of 
the New Testament. The authors of Opening the Scriptures 
would like to guide you through this immense building. They 
will ask, “Have you seen this, and did you notice that?” And 
when you respond, “Surely the Bible is a wonderful book, 
and I would like to know more about it!” then they will have 
achieved their purpose.

µ
Genesis, the book beginning the series, constitutes the in-
troduction to the Torah. After telling us about the perfect 
creation and beautiful garden, human rebellion and divine 
graciousness, the flood and the Table of Nations, Genesis 
speaks extensively about Abraham’s salvation and God’s cov-
enant with him and the other patriarchs. This covenant is not 
just one among a number of topics that the Bible talks about. 
Nor is it an isolated subject in theological dogmatics. God’s 
covenant with Abraham exists still today. It consists of God’s 
solidarity with us in the Lord Jesus Christ, and thereby it 
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forms the basis beneath all our living, and it is the air that we 
breathe. We walk, we sit, we eat, we drink, we sleep, we work, 
we live, and we die within and in terms of that regulation-sat-
urated and sanction-filled treaty relationship with Almighty 
God. The authors of Opening the Scriptures are constantly 
showing that Holy Scripture is from A to Z the Book of God’s 
covenant with his people.

In his faithfulness to this covenant, the Lord delivered 
Israel out of Egypt, and in addition to the first covenant he 
established a second covenant. He even came to dwell among 
these people. Therefore, the Torah of Moses, which deals with 
this, is hardly a dry collection of antiquated laws. It teaches us 
to know Yahweh the Lord as the God who despises sin and 
death, and heartily loves life, especially the life of us human 
beings. He loves life so much that he sent his Son into the 
world to restore it. The entire Torah sparkles with that divine 
love of life. The tabernacle with its worship and all of God’s 
life-enhancing statutes and ordinances bespeak that love.

The prophetic books (Joshua–Malachi) show what Israel 
did with God’s covenant and his Torah. They show how Is-
rael received the promised land of inheritance, but also how 
Israel forfeited and lost the land. God honored the covenant, 
however, by means of Israel’s return from the Babylonian cap-
tivity, so that the Messiah could be born one day from this 
nation and in that land.

God reveals himself as the God of life even more clearly 
and powerfully in the New Testament than in the Torah, the 
Prophets, and the Psalms. For he proclaims that he so loved 
human life that, in order to save it, he sent his Son Jesus 
Christ to earth to be born as a son of Abraham. God did so in 
order that through faith in Jesus Christ he might grant eter-
nal life not only to Jews, as in the old covenant, but now in 
the new covenant, to believers from every nation. And this is 
precisely as he had promised earlier under oath to Abraham, 
as we learn in Genesis.

µ
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Tracing the unfolding of this plan, then, is the design of 
Opening the Scriptures.

Frans van Deursen
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Introduction

Scripture consists of four large groups, namely, the Torah, 
the Prophets, the Writings, and the Apostolic Writings. We 

have come now to the fourth main group, Matthew–Revela-
tion, also called the Apostolic Writings or the New Testament.

We are taking up this fourth group with the same respect 
as the previous three, for these four groups of books consti-
tute the entire written Word of God given to us by one and 
the same Holy Spirit.

The same phenomenon occurs in this fourth group as in 
the three previous groups: it consists of subsections, each of 
which has its own character.

So once again: plenty of variety!
There is not a large difference between the Old and New 

Testaments. Together they both constitute one Holy Scrip-
ture, but within this unity they are related like promise 
and fulfillment.

Just as the Old Testament consisted of three groups, the 
same is the case with the New Testament. This consists of the 
Historical Books, the Epistles, and the Revelation of John. 
The content of those three groups is as follows:

A. The Historical Books
 a. The Gospels
 b. The Acts of the Apostles
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B. The Epistles
 a. The Epistles of Paul
 b. The Epistle of Hebrews
 c. The Catholic Epistles
C. The Revelation of John

So we begin our discussion of the New Testament with 
the Gospels, four books that differ remarkably from the other 
books of the New Testament. For example, the term epistle 
would not apply to any of the four Gospels. But still, every 
page of these four books shows the same watermark as all the 
pages of all the rest of the New Testament. This is the water-
mark: “Jesus of Nazareth is the promised Messiah.” According 
to the four Gospels, that truth is unshakably firm. They tell 
about him as the Messiah promised to the fathers and awaited 
since the fathers.

How Abraham would have liked to have seen him (John 
8:56)! But that privilege was not afforded him and so many 
other believers in the old dispensation (Matt. 13:17). That 
remained preserved for the generation to which Joseph 
and Mary, Simeon in the temple, the apostles, and so many 
more belonged.

That’s all well and good, but did the Israelites who were 
permitted to behold our Savior do so with joy? Did they al-
ways receive him unanimously as Messiah?

Indeed, during that time some among these Israelites did 
believe. But was everyone prepared to accept Jesus as the 
promised Messiah? Unfortunately not. This was actually one 
of the reasons why the evangelists have narrated—indeed, 
have written down—their stories. They hoped to lead the nu-
merous despisers among their kinfolk to a different convic-
tion, for the opposition our Savior encountered among the 
Jewish nation was truly vast. So vast that at the very begin-
ning of his Gospel the apostle John writes, “He came to his 
own, and his own people did not receive him” (John 1:11).



Chapter 1

Jesus’s Genealogy, Birth, 
and Early Years 

(Matt. 1–2)

Matthew tells us about these three subjects in the first two 
chapters of his Gospel. One could call this the intro-

duction to his Gospel, for immediately Jesus Christ appears 
to be the main character in this book. Matthew tells us noth-
ing about himself in this introduction. Like the other three 
evangelists he does not introduce himself to his readers by 
first and last name, something most of the New Testament 
epistle writers do right in the greeting. It is only later that 
Matthew speaks of his calling to be a disciple (9:9), and even 
then briefly, more briefly than we find in Mark 2:14 and Luke 
5:27–32. From these passages we know that he was Matthew, 
also called Levi, the tax collector.

Matthew was not unknown during the early period of 
Christianity. We see this, for example, from the church his-
tory of Eusebius (died 340). From a work (now lost) writ-
ten by the apostolic disciple Papias (bishop of Hierapolis, in 
Asia Minor), Eusebius obtained the report that Matthew had 
written his Gospel in Hebrew (Ecclesiastical History III, 39:16). 
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Eusebius passes along a similar report obtained from the great 
work that Irenaeus, a disciple of Polycarp, wrote against the 
Gnostics. In that work (Against Heresies III, 1:1) Irenaeus men-
tions all four evangelists and provides lengthy citations from 
all four (III, 9:2). Nobody knows who translated this Hebrew 
Gospel into Greek. Did Matthew himself? Due to his role in 
collecting taxes he surely would have known Greek. In fact, 
during his time many in Israel spoke Greek, as evidenced by 
the existence and use of the Septuagint.

How soon that Hebrew edition of Matthew’s Gospel was 
published is not known with precision, but it would have 
been before the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70, for this 
was foretold in Matthew 10 and 24. In his work mentioned 
above (III, 1:1), Irenaeus also wrote that Matthew had pub-
lished a Gospel among the Hebrews in their own language, 
whereas Peter and Paul had brought the gospel to Rome and 
had established the church in Rome. Anyway, both of these 
apostles were martyred before the fall of Jerusalem.

The facts that Matthew not only was himself an Israel-
ite but also had Jewish readers in view when writing can be 
seen, for example, when he speaks about natively Jewish 
matters without a word of further explanation, whereas the 
Gospel writer Mark does add such an explanation. We men-
tion only Matthew’s reference to the ceremonial washing of 
hands before eating (15:2), concerning which Mark devotes 
an expanded explanation (Mark 7:2–4); Matthew’s mention 
of “the first day of Unleavened Bread” (26:17), explained by 
Mark (Mark 14:12) as the feast where the Passover lamb was 
customarily slaughtered. More such examples can be found.

Finally this: Matthew refers 59 times to the Old Testa-
ment, in comparison to 25 times by Mark, 32 by Luke, and 13 
by John. That is rather striking.

We offer a few comments as well about the superscription 
above the first book of the New Testament, namely, “The Gos-
pel according to Matthew.” This signifies that we are being 
given a description of the one gospel “by” or “according to” 
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(this is the meaning of the Greek preposition kata) Matthew. 
This manner of identifying the Gospels (correspondingly, the 
others are identified as being “according to Mark,” “accord-
ing to Luke,” and “according to John”) was very ancient. This 
appeared with Justin Martyr (100–165).

Why Jesus Christ Is Called Son of David and Son of 
Abraham (1:1–17)

Our English word genealogy translates two Greek words in 1:1. 
What a familiar sound those two words would have had for 
the first (Jewish) readers of Matthew’s Gospel! How many 
genealogies do we find in the Old Testament!

Moreover, one of those first two Greek words in Matthew 
is the word genesis. That word must surely have had a famil-
iar ring for readers who had grown up with the Greek Old 
Testament, the Septuagint. The first book of the Septuagint 
was called Genesis. And in ten particular places in that book 
of Genesis where the Hebrew word toledoth appears, this is 
translated by the Greek word genesis. In Genesis 2:4 and 5:1, 
the Septuagint uses exactly the same two words with which 
Matthew begins his Gospel (biblos geneseōs). In Genesis 5:1 
many English versions translate this word, toledoth, as “gen-
erations.” That rendering seems correct, such that it shows 
the incorrectness of translating Matthew 1:1 as “the book of 
the birth [of Jesus].” That translation is not inherently im-
possible. But in Matthew 1:1 the word genesis absolutely can-
not be translated by “birth,” because later, in verses 18 and 
following, Matthew pays special attention to Christ’s birth. 
Moreover, just like Genesis 5:1, Matthew 1:1 is followed in 
1:2–16 by a genealogy.

So we will follow the translation “Genealogy of Jesus 
Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham.”

The name Jesus is an anglicizing of the Greek name used to 
translate the Hebrew name for Jesus, which means “Deliverer, 
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Savior.” The name Christ is English for the Greek word chris-
tos, which translates the Hebrew word for the name messiah, 
meaning “anointed,” which can refer to a king, priest, or 
prophet. But the two names “Jesus Christ” become a proper 
name among Christians already at an early stage, and are used 
this way by Matthew in 1:1.

The rest of the verse (“the son of David, the son of Abra-
ham”) captures the brief content of the genealogy that will 
follow in verses 2–16. This consists of three segments: verses 
2–6, 7–11, and 12–16.

The last two segments show that Joseph descended from 
David and that Jesus therefore had a right to be called “son 
of David” because he was born of Mary when she was the 
acknowledged wife of Joseph.

The first segment shows that David and his posterity de-
scended from Abraham. This proves that Jesus Christ had the 
right to the name “son of Abraham” as well.

In asking and answering questions concerning Matthew’s 
purpose with his genealogy, we must pay attention to what 
he himself says at the conclusion of the genealogy in verse 
17. There he informs his readers that he has arranged Jesus’s 
genealogical tree in terms of 3 × 14 generations.

When he estimated a generation at 40 years, Matthew es-
timated the time from Abraham to Christ at about 17 centu-
ries. It is remarkable, however, that Matthew does not offer 
such an arid calculation, though he repeatedly observes that 
each of the 3 periods he mentions encompassed 14 genera-
tions. Did he consider the symbolic significance of this to be 
so obvious that he could leave it up to his observant (Jewish) 
readers to notice it?

Surely with the number 14 we may think of 2 × 7. The 
number two referred to fullness, completeness (compare our 
use of the English adverb doubly, as in doubly certain). And 
the Hebrew word for seven (sheba‘), related to the stem of the 
Hebrew verb for swearing (nishba‘), referred to God’s prom-
ises given under oath to Abraham and David (Gen. 12:1–3; 
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2 Sam. 7; Ps. 89), which very clearly found and would further 
find their fulfillment in Christ, the great Son of David.

If we have correctly deduced from Matthew’s own words 
in 1:17 that his purpose was not the mathematical but the sym-
bolic significance of his genealogy, then we may permit our-
selves a certain liberty regarding a couple of other sections of 
the genealogy.

For example, in verse 5 we read in older English versions 
like the ASV that “Salmon begat Boaz of Rahab.” Must we 
understand the verb “begat” literally to refer to the father-son 
relationship? That would be difficult, because Rahab lived at 
the time of Israel’s entrance into Canaan, and Boaz was the 
great-grandfather of king David. It is obvious that we should 
understand the Greek word for our English word beget in the 
broad sense of “bring forth.” It was Matthew’s purpose sim-
ply to remind his readers that Rahab deserved a place in the 
genealogy of Christ. How? In that Salmon became the father 
of Boaz by marrying a young woman who was a descendant 
of Rahab’s line. Matthew abbreviates this report, however, 
with the words (literally): “Salmon begot Boaz of Rahab.” 
Discerning readers would have understood him, here as well 
as later in verse 11.

In verse 11 we again encounter a similarly broad meaning 
of the Greek word for our English word beget. There we read: 
“Josiah begat Jechoniah.” If one does not pay careful atten-
tion, one would conclude that these words speak of Josiah 
being the father of Jechoniah. But we know that Josiah was 
not the father, but the grandfather, of Jechoniah. And not 
only the grandfather of Jechoniah, says Matthew, but also 
the great-grandfather of all those “brothers” (male family 
members) of Jechoniah who also must have undergone the 
humiliation and deportation of captivity to Babylon.

The Greek word for beget is surely used in its broader 
sense in verse 9 as well. There we read, “Joram begat Uz-
ziah.” But between Joram and Uzziah three kings ruled 
over Judah, namely, Ahaziah, Joash, and Amaziah. Not 
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only are those 3 names omitted here, we also may not as-
sume that they have been left out due to a scribal error, as 
though they were originally included, for that would not 
fit with what Matthew himself writes in verse 17 about the 
second period, namely, that it encompassed 14 generations 
(and not 17). Therefore Matthew uses the Greek word in 
verse 9 for our English word beget (gennaō) in its broader 
sense. That much is clear. But what is unclear is why he 
leaves these 3 unmentioned. We simply don’t know.

Nor can we say with certainty why a number of other 
names are included by Matthew, namely, those of Tamar, 
Rahab, and Ruth, together with the unmistakable refer-
ence to Bathsheba with the words “the wife of Uriah.” Bi-
ble interpreters are not in agreement here. One thinks that 
in so doing, Matthew wanted to punish Jewish arrogance 
for refusing to accept a humble Messiah like Jesus; another 
supposes that Matthew wanted to indicate that the sins of 
people do not injure God’s faithfulness. In themselves, these 
are attractive truths, but were they part of Matthew’s inten-
tion? If yet another interpreter called these women “blem-
ishes” in Christ’s genealogy, we would register a specific 
protest against that view. Didn’t the patriarch Judah have 
to acknowledge that Tamar was righteous in her conduct 
toward him (Gen. 38:26)? And isn’t Rahab with her faith, 
not apart from but precisely accompanied by works, given 
to us as an example (Heb. 11:31; Jas. 2:25)? And wasn’t Ruth 
a woman of intense faith (Ruth 1:16)?

From the Old Testament it appears that in Israel the cus-
tom was followed of not including the names of women in 
genealogies. Nevertheless, with Matthew 1:2–16 one would 
have to recall numerous unnamed Israelite women, for no 
“begetting” in any narrower or broader sense is possible with-
out women. But notice that of the four women mentioned 
in these verses 2–16, two of them were ethnically Canaanite 
women (Tamar and Rahab), one of them was a Moabitess 
(Ruth), while the fourth, who was the only Israelite woman, 
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is identified as “the wife of Uriah,” a man that we know was 
a Hittite who behaved faithfully like a good Israelite. With 
all of this in mind, we would ask if here, at the beginning of 
his Gospel, Matthew is making a delicately suggestive ref-
erence to the significance of the coming of Christ not only 
for Jews (many of whom rejected him), but also for Gen-
tiles (to whom the resurrected Savior himself would send his 
apostles, Matt. 28:19). Both the beginning and the ending of 
Matthew’s Gospel refer suggestively to Christ’s significance 
for Gentile paganism.

Jesus Christ Conceived by the Holy Spirit, Born of 
Mary (1:18–25)

The first half of verse 18 forms a brief superscription. It comes 
down to this: “Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in 
this way” (v. 18a). Matthew supplies the phrase “in this way” 
with a further description that communicates the following 
number of facts.

First, when Mary, who later became Jesus’s mother, had 
just become engaged to Joseph, it became crystal clear to him 
that she was pregnant, although they had not yet both begun 
to live together as husband and wife. That pregnancy was due, 
as Matthew could add later, to the Holy Spirit (v. 18). From 
Luke 1:26–38 we know that this pregnancy was made known 
to Mary by the angel Gabriel. Initially she did not discuss this 
with Joseph, due to understandable embarrassment. Perhaps 
she mentioned it to no one. We read nothing more than that 
her pregnancy “was found,” or “appeared,” “was observed,” 
“became visible.” Evidently this was intended very generally, 
and thus Mary’s pregnancy was also noticed by Joseph, in 
fact, by everyone (v. 18).

Second, Joseph now faced a severe problem. On the 
one hand, he was “righteous.” The same is said in Luke 1:6 
about Zachariah and Elizabeth. Joseph followed God’s 
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commandments and ordinances from his heart. As a result, in 
terms of the information he possessed at that point, he could 
do nothing else than acknowledge that Mary was liable to be 
put to death (Deut. 22:21–22; John 8:7). On the other hand, 
however, he had to ensure that Mary would not be publicly 
shamed by him as a transgressor of the seventh command-
ment (the same phrase used in Col. 2:15 for “put them to open 
shame”). For that reason he decided not to accuse her before a 
judge, but rather to break off his engagement with her (v. 19).

Third, when Joseph reached that decision, what happened 
next was that God sent an angel who appeared to Joseph in a 
dream and informed him about what had actually happened 
with Mary. It was something absolutely not shameful, but 
something very honorable. This explains why the angel ad-
dressed Joseph with his royal title, “Joseph, son of David,” 
and even mandated him in the name of God to lay aside every 
concern and fear, and to take Mary as his wife. Why was he 
allowed to do that without further ado? Did this come from 
God himself? It was because God himself made sure Joseph 
was told that the baby Mary was carrying had been conceived 
by God himself, namely, by the Holy Spirit (v. 20).

Fourth, the fact that the angel did indeed speak in the 
name of God, the One who always knows everything, was 
clearly evident when he foretold to Joseph that Mary would 
give birth to a little boy. So as Joseph’s lawful wife she would 
bear a son, and for that reason the task would fall to Mary’s 
lawful husband to give a name to that son, who would now 
count as his son. By divine mandate that name would be Je-
sus, a name known to every Israelite, a name meaning “Yah-
weh saves.” That’s what he was to be called, this son of Mary. 
For he would be the long-awaited Savior of his people. He 
would save his people from their sins (v. 21).

With these last words (“save . . . from their sins”), Mat-
thew felt compelled to add an explanatory intermezzo: in this 
entire miraculous event about which the angel was speaking, 
namely, Mary’s conceiving from the Holy Spirit, a prophecy 
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was being fulfilled. He had in view something the prophet 
Isaiah had said (vv. 22–23), for next he cites that prophecy 
from Isaiah 7:14. He cites it in its entirety. Back when it was 
first uttered, it was part of a punishment being executed upon 
King Ahaz. This king was unwilling to rely on God for salva-
tion from his enemies (Ephraim and Syria) rather than on the 
help of Assyria. At that point, Isaiah showed King Ahaz how 
powerful Judah’s God was by foretelling that a certain woman 
would give birth to a little son—the later King Hezekiah—and 
she would call this lad, certainly as she was cuddling him, 
Immanuel (“God is with us”), for the young mother would 
trust that God would save his people from their two enemies.

Matthew explained that through the angel’s prediction 
that Mary’s son would save his people from their sins, once 
again that prophecy of Isaiah 7:14 would be fulfilled. Now, 
however, it would be in a still more glorious sense than in the 
time of Isaiah. Now it would be through the son of a virgin. 
In addition, the angel foretold not the salvation from people, 
but from sins.

Following this intermezzo, Matthew continues his story 
about Joseph. When Joseph awoke the next morning, he had 
entirely abandoned the idea of breaking things off with Mary, 
and decided to make her his wife by marrying her (v. 24). And 
he did not have sexual relations with her until after the child 
she was expecting had been born—the Lord Jesus did have 
brothers and sisters (Matt. 13:55–56). Joseph also obeyed the 
divine command and gave Mary’s little child the name Jesus 
(v. 25).

Three Reports about Jesus’s Early Childhood (ch. 2)

In the first chapter we read that our Savior was born of the vir-
gin Mary after his miraculous conception by the Holy Spirit. 
He was born as the perfect Immanuel (1:23), as the spotless 
and unblemished Lamb of God (Isa. 53; 1 Pet. 1:19) who came 

1. Jesus’s Genealogy, Birth, and Early Years
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to take away our sins through his suffering and obedience.
In this second chapter we read that this mediatorial task 

did not rest on our Savior for the first time at the end of his 
life, but already at the beginning of his life. We can discern 
this from the following three accounts.

Jesus was honored by the wise men from the east but 
completely ignored by the leaders of his own people 
(2:1–12).
Now for the first time we encounter the name of Bethle-

hem in Matthew. This was the name of a village that lay about 
an hour due south of Jerusalem. Joseph came from this town, 
but evidently he found greater possibilities for exercising his 
calling in the more populous Galilee than in the rural Bethle-
hem, and so he had moved to Nazareth. Nevertheless, due to 
the emperor Augustus’s regulation for registering people and 
property, he came back to Bethlehem. He certainly returned 
as co-owner with his family of fields and pastures in Beth-
lehem, and presumably also of the house where he wanted 
to live with Mary. They needed to find lodging, however, by 
relocating from the living area of the dwelling to the animal 
section, and thus our Lord Jesus Christ was laid in a manger 
after he was born. (Theodor Zahn reminds us in his commen-
tary on Luke that it is unnecessary to understand katalyma in 
Luke 2:7 to refer to an inn, since in 10:34 Luke uses a different 
word for inn, pandocheion; the word katalyma was a general 
Greek word for a dwelling or house.)

Our Savior was born in that town of Bethlehem during 
the reign of the vicious king Herod, who did not spare the 
lives even of his own wife and children when his throne was at 
stake. This explains his suspicion when the rumor circulated 
among the citizens of Jerusalem that particular sages from 
the east had been asking in the city where the newborn king 
of the Jews was.

Nothing more is known about these eastern sages than 
what Matthew tells us about them. He calls them magoi, a 
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word that in Acts 13:6–7 means “magician.” With these magi 
of Matthew 2:1 are meant learned practitioners of astronomy 
in Babylon, Persia, or Arabia who at the same time were guilty 
of practicing astrology, which God had proscribed for Israel 
(Deut. 18). Let’s be careful about various fantasies that have 
been invented about these eastern sages (three “kings,” named 
Caspar, Melchior, and Balthasar). Even as it pleased God to 
make use of the witch at Endor in the life of King Saul (1 Sam 
28:3–25; see the commentary on that passage), so he made 
use of particular eastern “magi” to warn his people when our 
Lord Jesus Christ was one or two years old.

Herod was so well informed about Israel’s messianic ex-
pectation that on the basis of information he obtained, he 
went to the place where people thought that the Messiah (in 
Greek, Christos) would be born. For this he consulted the high 
priests and scribes. Actually there was supposed to have been 
never more than one high priest (Lev. 21:10), but for centu-
ries already this office had been denigrated to a piece of mer-
chandise. These fellows knew enough to immediately refer to 
Micah 5:2 as the prophecy that identified Bethlehem as the 
birthplace of the awaited Messiah. And so the king directed 
the wise men to that place. But none of Israel’s highest leaders 
went with them, despite such a wonderful Scripture passage 
that they perhaps knew by memory.

Notice how entirely differently Herod appeared to be-
have! See with what interest he inquired about the age of the 
newborn little king, as if he intended to go himself to pay 
him homage!

Once more God let the pagan wise men see the special star 
when they traveled through the darkness to Bethlehem. They 
were led there by God’s star, to the place where Mary and her 
baby were, and there they bowed down before the little king 
and honored him with the kind of gifts fitting for a king: gold, 
frankincense, and myrrh (Exod. 30:22–25).

1. Jesus’s Genealogy, Birth, and Early Years
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Jesus was spared from Herod’s murderous plan thanks to 
God’s command to Joseph to flee with his family to Egypt 
and not to return until God told him (2:13–18).
Herod had asked the wise men to return to him after their 

visit to Bethlehem, and tell him everything about the little 
king of the Jews. “For then I too,” he said, “will pay my re-
spects by visiting him.”

But God knew what was really going on in Herod’s heart 
and took the steps needed to prevent Jesus from being put 
to death at this early stage. He warned the wise men not to 
return to Herod, and by an angel God commanded Joseph 
to flee to Egypt with Mary and the child. Not only that, but 
Joseph also received the command not to return from Egypt 
before he had received God’s permission to do so. As a result, 
we see that it was not only in Moses’s days that God called 
Israel as his son out of Egypt (Exod. 4:22; Hos. 11:1); later, 
he also called his Son Jesus Christ out of Egypt (vv. 13–15).

What Herod was actually up to was revealed when he dis-
covered that the eastern wise men never returned to him at all. 
At that point he could not ascertain with any more accuracy 
how old that royal baby in Bethlehem was. He had to make 
do with the information that he had already acquired, and 
so to be sure, he gave the order to put to death all the little 
boys in Bethlehem and its environs who were two years old 
or younger.

Herod’s heinous slaughter, however, missed its target. 
Consequently, the weeping of the mothers of Bethlehem’s 
slain baby boys closely resembled that of the mothers of the 
men and boys carried off into captivity, about whom Jeremiah 
speaks and whom he portrays with the figure of Rachel weep-
ing. For those mothers, for that nation, there would neverthe-
less be hope. A remnant of the nation would be rescued from 
captivity and return to the land of their fathers (Jer. 31:15–22; 
see the commentary on this passage). How much more hope 
was there for the weeping mothers of Bethlehem in Herod’s 
days, and for their children—indeed, for their nation—for 
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Jesus was spared so that by means of his suffering and obedi-
ence he might obtain the forgiveness of sins and resurrection 
of the flesh for the children of Bethlehem (among others), 
who died before reaching understanding, and also for all 
those in every era who had placed and would place their trust 
for themselves and their progeny in God’s redemption prom-
ise that became flesh and blood in Jesus Christ our Lord.

Jesus returned from Egypt not to Bethlehem but to 
Nazareth, which is why people later called him not 
Jesus the Bethlehemite but rather Jesus the Nazarene 
(2:19–23).
King Herod lived for only a few more years after Jesus’s 

birth. His sons Archelaus, Antipas, and Philip were in line to 
succeed him. The first one became ruler of Judea. He was such 
a nuisance for the people, however, that Emperor Augustus 
deposed him and placed Judea under governors.

When Herod died, God informed Joseph through an an-
gel. Now he could return with his family to the land of his fa-
thers. But Archelaus already had acquired such a bad name by 
this time that Joseph did not dare return to Judea, and surely 
not to Bethlehem, the place where his ancestors (and perhaps 
even Joseph himself) had lived. In any case, Joseph and Mary 
must have lived there long enough that they went up from 
Bethlehem to Jerusalem in order to present the baby Jesus in 
the temple (Luke 2:22–38), and that they received the visit of 
the wise men from the east before fleeing from there to Egypt.

Back in his homeland, however, Joseph followed God’s 
advice not to go to Judea but to Galilee. And then it is clear 
that he and his family resided in Nazareth even as before. 
Meanwhile, at the same time this fulfilled God’s sovereign 
counsel concerning which the prophets had testified earlier, 
that Jesus would later be called not Jesus the Bethlehemite 
but Jesus the Nazarene, after a locale in Galilee where so many 
Gentiles lived among the Israelites (Isa. 9:1–2). Naturally, it 
was not Matthew’s purpose to say that the name Nazarene 
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had surfaced earlier among various Old Testament prophets, 
for that never happened even once. He likely intended to indi-
cate that the Messiah would soon suffer such intense slander, 
which was indeed foretold many times in the Old Testament 
(for example, in Pss. 22; 69; Isa. 49:7; 53:3).

The name Jesus the Nazarene, or Jesus of Nazareth, was 
given to him for the first time by a demon-possessed man, that 
is, by Satan (Mark 1:24; Luke 4:34), but he was later called by 
that name frequently. That name was even written above his 
head on the cross (John 19:19).



Jesus’s Work in Galilee 
(Matt. 3–18)





Chapter 2

Publicly Designated 
as God’s Son 

(Matt. 3:1–4:11)

Two large sections of Matthew’s Gospel follow now, Mat-
thew 3–18 and 19–25. In the first section he focuses the 

attention of his readers especially on Jesus’s activity in Gali-
lee. We find Jesus outside this area only a few times, such as 
in Gadara, on the east side of the Jordan (8:28–34). In the sec-
ond section, Matthew 19–25, Matthew tells us about Jesus’s 
concluding activity in Judea.

The opening words of 3:1, “in those days,” express a con-
trast. We recall that 2:23 was actually not talking any lon-
ger about Jesus’s earliest youth, but about the time when he 
was an adult and about him as a man from Nazareth, about 
him as “Jesus the Nazarene.” That time was certainly twen-
ty-five years later. Now 3:1 tells us that in that time people 
spoke altogether differently about Jesus. At that point he was 
called God’s Son, identified as the long-awaited Messiah, an-
nounced as King in the coming kingdom of God. Matthew 
begins with the last of these.
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John the Baptist Serves as Jesus’s Herald (3:1–12)

“In those days John the Baptist came.” Apparently, when 
Matthew began writing his Gospel, he could assume that 
his readers would immediately understand who he meant by 
the name John the Baptist. He didn’t need to say anything 
about his genealogy and youth. He could immediately re-
port how and where John was conducting his activity: that 
he was active as a “herald,” that he conducted this activity in 
the wilderness of Judea, and that the abbreviated content of 
his preaching was this: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is 
at hand” (v. 2). That phrase “kingdom of heaven” would also 
have been understood immediately by John’s listeners and 
Matthew’s first (Jewish) readers. They would have connected 
that phrase immediately with all those predictions among the 
prophets about a future kingdom that would not perish like 
every earthly kingdom, but that would exist in eternity (for 
example, Dan. 2:44 and 7:13–14) and for that reason was of-
ten called the kingdom of God as well. With this preaching, 
Matthew adds, John the Baptist fulfilled another ancient, very 
well-known prophecy, namely, that of Isaiah 40:3–5, about 
preparing the way in the wilderness. That prophecy had actu-
ally already been fulfilled once before, when Yahweh guided 
King Cyrus to end the Babylonian captivity and publish an 
edict of liberation for God’s people (see the commentary on 
Isa. 40:3–5). At that point the way between God and his peo-
ple was once again opened and made smooth. That would 
now happen once again through the activity of John the Bap-
tist. He summoned his listeners to repent—literally, to change 
their attitude, to be sorry for their sins (vv. 1–3).

Matthew narrates the following about the appearance and 
lifestyle of John the Baptist. Both were very sober. His cloth-
ing consisted of camel hair, just like that of the ordinary per-
son, and he also lived like many poor wilderness inhabitants 
by eating grasshoppers (whose wings and legs were removed, 
then the rest dried, salted, and ground into a kind of meal 
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from which bread was baked) and honey (found in the wil-
derness oases).

Notice how many people this preacher attracted! Jeru-
salem, indeed, all of Judea, traveled out to him, along with 
people from the entire region of the Jordan, from places like 
Bethany and Aenon by Salim (John 1:38; 3:23). There was sig-
nificant traffic across the fords of the Jordan, and many people 
were baptized by John as they confessed their sins (vv. 4–6).

That confession of sins was essential. John was prepared 
to baptize every fellow Israelite who came to him with a hum-
ble heart and sorrowful disposition. But John saw through 
people who came to him for baptism with a proud heart, and 
he scolded them very severely. A number of Pharisees and 
Sadducees discovered that.

Most of these two groups of leaders among the Jewish 
people had nothing to do with John the Baptist and did not 
go out to him (Matt. 21:25; Luke 7:30), but according to John, 
those who did constituted a number that was still too large. 
For the Baptist saw through them and understood clearly that 
they had come for a different reason, such as to be seen and 
esteemed by others, and not because they acknowledged that 
they were men with sins and miseries like their fellow Israel-
ites. They were far too headstrong for that, because they saw 
themselves as behaving uprightly according to God’s com-
mandments found in Moses’s Torah. In addition, the Phari-
sees also held to various ancient commandments invented by 
men: for example, that it was better to donate to the temple 
the money that one had set aside for supporting one’s parents 
(Matt. 15:4–6).

When various members of this group of proud people 
concluded that it would be safer to cooperate with John’s 
movement, John exposed them for their deceitful, falsely pi-
ous conduct as “a brood of vipers,” that is, children of the 
devil (the serpent). Did they imagine they would be able to 
deceive John the Baptist in such a clever way and through his 
baptism guarantee themselves a good place in the kingdom 
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that was to come soon? Or did they think they already had a 
right to such prominence because they were descendants of 
Abraham—as though God needed them, the God who was so 
mighty that he could produce descendants for Abraham from 
the pieces of rock there in the wilderness! No, first they had 
to repent honestly from their pride and only then could they 
receive through John’s baptism the guarantee of the forgive-
ness of their sins. And this they needed to do so very soon, 
for it was high time. If they continued behaving like trees that 
brought forth bad fruit, then John told them that the King of 
the coming kingdom stood ready with ax in hand to cut them 
down and cast them into hellish flames (vv. 7–10).

So then, this was a special warning of John addressed to 
the Pharisees and Sadducees, who were so falsely pious that 
they could not accompany those penitent people who hon-
estly desired to receive from John the baptism of repentance 
for the forgiveness of sins.

Moreover, John told all the other listeners that he was the 
herald of an unspeakably exalted Person who would come 
to perform a work that would involve everyone, because he 
would baptize all of them—the penitent not with water but 
with the Holy Spirit, and the impenitent with fire.

In contrast to him, John the Baptist felt himself to be but 
a very insignificant servant, hardly equipped to help him put 
on and take off his sandals. In contrast to him, God’s entire 
people would be as insignificant as the chaff on the threshing 
floor to the farmer who came threshing in harvest time. He 
would throw a large amount of unseparated grain from the 
threshing floor into the air, into the wind. The grain would fall 
back to the floor next to him, since it was relatively heavy, but 
the stubble and the chaff, since they were very light, would 
be blown away by the wind and cast on a pile. The separated 
grain would be stored in the barn, but the rest would be 
burned. The unconverted, impenitent, proud, and the like, 
faced the impending punishment of ending up in a fire never 
to be extinguished (vv. 11–12).



 21

Jesus Allowed Himself to Be Baptized by John 
(3:13–17)

“Then Jesus came from Galilee.” We recall how he had come 
to be there. When Joseph returned from Egypt, he wisely 
moved not to Judea, to his ancestral city of Bethlehem, but 
to Galilee, to Nazareth (2:22), and Jesus lived there for such 
a long time that people called him Jesus the Nazarene (2:23). 
During that time he surely left Galilee periodically on the oc-
casion of the annual feasts in Jerusalem. In his twelfth year he 
even remained behind for a few days, because he had to be 
busy, as he put it, with the things of his Father, but then he 
went willingly with his parents back to Nazareth and was sub-
ject to them (Luke 2:49–51). There Jesus waited quietly until 
adulthood for God’s sign that he should publicly accept his 
messianic task. He received that sign when John the Baptist 
came preaching to God’s people the baptism of repentance 
for the forgiveness of sins (Mark 1:4). At that time the follow-
ing events occurred.

First, Jesus persisted in his obedience (vv. 13–15)
When the Lord Jesus approached John in a very ordinary 

manner to be baptized, John was very surprised. He did not 
know Jesus, at least not yet as the Messiah (John 1:31), but 
because their mothers were relatives (Luke 1:36), they had 
likely heard something about each other and perhaps had met 
at one time. But when they met each other near the Jordan, 
John as God’s prophet was given to see that at this moment 
someone was standing before him who did not need any bap-
tism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins for himself. John 
not only declared this but also attempted to prevent Jesus 
from being baptized. He extended to Jesus an unprecedented 
distinction by telling him that he did not need to be baptized 
by himself, but the other way around: John needed to be bap-
tized by him.

Jesus humbly dismissed this distinction, however. Now 
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was not the time to accept it. We are privileged to know that 
a day did dawn when he arose from the grave (Rom. 4:25, he 
who had been delivered on account of our transgressions and 
raised for our justification, that is, our forgiveness of sins). 
But for now he still had to obediently fulfill the task waiting 
for him, even as John in fact also had to bow before the task 
that the Father had laid upon him as herald and preparer of 
the way for the Messiah. And so John honored Jesus’s request.

Second, Jesus received divine honor for his obedience 
(vv. 16–17)
After his baptism by John, our Savior immediately re-

ceived a twofold acknowledgment that he was indeed the 
Messiah promised from antiquity: a visible and an audi-
ble proof.

The visible proof consisted in the Spirit of God descending 
upon Jesus. This happened as soon as Jesus came up out of 
the Jordan. Then heaven opened. (It says “heavens,” but that 
is a remnant of the original Hebrew formulation of Matthew’s 
Gospel; in Hebrew the word appears in the plural.) From that 
opened heaven, the Spirit of God then descended in a form 
that resembled a dove. (According to the Torah, the dove was 
the only clean bird that could be sacrificed.) When it says 
that “he” saw this happen, one Bible interpreter thinks this 
refers to the Lord Jesus, another supposes it refers to John 
the Baptist. What prevents us from assuming that in addition 
to both of them, others saw this too, even though it would be 
said particularly about Jesus? Others would have shared the 
privilege of seeing that Jesus was publicly identified by this 
anointing of the Spirit as the long-awaited Messiah of whom 
the prophets had spoken.

The audible proof consisted in a voice speaking from 
heaven: “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 
pleased” (v. 17). There are two declarations here. The first does 
not constitute a literal citation of one or two distinct Old Tes-
tament passages, but leads us to think of various prophets 



 23

simultaneously, for example, of Psalm 2, especially verse 7; 
and of Isaiah 42, especially verses 1 and 7; and of Isaiah 61. 
In our discussion of Psalm 2 we saw that the expression “You 
are my Son” was prophetic coronation language directed to 
the future Messiah. That became a reality with Jesus’s bap-
tism (see the commentary on Ps. 2:7). And in our discussion 
of Isaiah 42:1, we saw how God was already introducing the 
Messiah to his people, presenting him to his church (see the 
commentary on Isa. 42:1; see also the commentary on Isa. 61). 
These prophecies were fulfilled with Jesus’s baptism.

The second expression is often translated, “with whom I 
am well pleased” or something similar. But such a translation 
does not adequately express God’s intention with this formu-
lation. The verb used is in the past tense. God is declaring 
what he thought of that readiness of Jesus to allow himself to 
be baptized. He had observed and deeply appreciated this. 
He had found what had happened to be acceptable. He had 
taken delight in the One who did it.

Jesus Resisted Three Temptations of the Devil 
(4:1–11)

This event is narrated by Matthew, Mark, and Luke—by Mark 
very briefly (1:12–13), by each of the others equally compre-
hensively, except that Luke narrates the third temptation as 
the second of the series. But all three narrate this event as 
occurring immediately after Jesus’s baptism, apparently as 
proof of his faithfulness.

The first temptation of Jesus by the devil (vv. 1–4)
In Scripture an event can occasionally be described in 

such a way that it seems to have occurred differently than in 
our everyday experience, such as in a dream or vision, but 
indeed happened (see Matt. 17:9, where the transfiguration on 
the mountain is described as a vision).
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Whether in Matthew 4:1–11 we are dealing with a vision-
ary experience or with an everyday experience is not entirely 
clear. Hunger and bread belong to our daily experience, but 
transporting a person to the roof of the temple and to a very 
high mountain makes us think of a vision (Ezek. 8). Perhaps 
we are dealing here with each in part, but we are unable to fix 
the boundary between them.

In this even our Savior did not enter this contest with the 
devil on his own impulse. He was led to it by God’s Spirit. 
This Spirit drove him, as the text says literally, upward, that 
is, from the Jordan valley to the higher elevation of the wil-
derness, in order to be tempted by the devil. Jesus did not 
surrender to recklessness. He had come to earth to destroy the 
works of the devil (1 John 3:8). But at the beginning of that 
labor, he allowed himself to be led by God’s Spirit. Mark even 
talks about Jesus being driven into the wilderness (1:13). It 
is possible that this leading of the Spirit included equipping 
Jesus by instruction in the Scriptures during approximately a 
month for the work awaiting him (compare this with Moses 
being on the mountain forty days and forty nights as part 
of the narrative involving the covenant and the Ten Words, 
Exod. 24:18).

Because during that time our Savior had not eaten and 
was obviously suffering from hunger, the devil paid a calcu-
lated visit to him at this point. He simply had to command 
the stones lying in front of him on the ground to become 
bread. After all, he was God’s Son, as had been declared at 
his baptism.

Satan could definitely not have imagined that among 
all those sinful people on earth, there was one who had not 
sinned, who was no egomaniac but in everything sought after 
the will of his Father. In short, one who never pleased himself 
(Rom. 15:3), who at this point therefore did not seize the free-
dom to use his divine power and might to relieve his human 
nature that was being mortally weakened by hunger. Oh how 
the devil would love to have seen him enjoying an abundance 
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of bread that would have meant the displeasure of his Father. 
Jesus fended off his attack with an appeal to Deuteronomy 
8:3, where it says that we human beings do not have enough 
simply with bread if God withholds his blessing from us.

The second temptation of Jesus by the devil (vv. 5–7)
Next the devil brought our Savior into another predica-

ment by accompanying him to Jerusalem and in that holy city 
“setting him on the pinnacle of the temple.” “This location 
referred in all probability to the southeastern corner of the 
temple square as constructed by Herod and which exists even 
today. The walls around the square are constructed of enor-
mous blocks of hard stone. Currently the wall at this corner 
is still 15.25 meters [50 ft.] high; in Jesus’s time, however, it 
went straight down the slope of the rock in the Kidron Valley, 
a perpendicular descent of about 39.5 meters [130 ft.]. This 
dizzying height characterized the temptation mentioned in 
verse 6.”

“Here one stood about 90 meters [295 ft.] above the 
Kidron Valley, and according to Josephus, a person would 
get dizzy here” (G. Dalman, Orte und Wege Jesu [Gütersloh: C. 
Bertelsmann, 1921], cited in Karl Bornhäuser, Die Bergpredigt, 
2nd. ed. [Gütersloh: C. Bertelsmann, 1927]).

The devil thought that Jesus, who had just been so highly 
honored as God’s Son, could easily permit himself to jump 
down from this height. He appealed in this connection to 
Holy Scripture, namely, to Psalm 91, a psalm in which beau-
tiful promises to the future Messiah had already likely been 
made as proof of God’s favor, but of which one was being 
invoked very literally by the devil: God will command his 
angels to deliver you on your paths and bear you up by their 
hands, so that you will not trip with your foot over any stone 
(Ps. 91:11–12). But Jesus fended off the tempter by holding 
before him Deuteronomy 6:16, where Moses commanded the 
Israelites not to tempt God by wanting to obligate him to 
assist in cases of unnecessary recklessness.
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The third temptation of Jesus by the devil (vv. 8–11)
Finally, the devil took Jesus to a very high mountain. How 

he did that is not told us, so let us reserve our attention for 
what is told us, namely, that Christ got to see all the kingdoms 
of the world and their dominion. The devil had hoped incor-
rectly, however, that Jesus would covet such earthly might 
(whereas later he would tell Pilate that his kingdom was not 
of this world). Moreover, the condition for receiving a won-
derful future without humiliation and with (earthly) glory 
was simply for Jesus to pay fitting homage to the devil. After 
all, the devil was the prince of this world and the god of this 
age (John 12:31; Eph 2:2; 6:12).

Bend the knee before the devil.
Apparently this third temptation had aroused in Jesus 

such a deep aversion that he said, “Go away, Satan!” The 
word satan comes from Jesus’s mother tongue, whereas the 
word devil comes from the Greek. Jesus fends him off now 
with a citation from Deuteronomy 6:13, where Moses com-
manded the Israelites to kneel before their own God alone, 
before Yahweh. Let us be followers of Christ here, such that 
we make use of the sword of the Spirit, the Word of God, 
against the devilish attacks of unbelievers (Eph. 6:17).

This portion of Scripture is not easy to understand. But 
we think we do understand enough to be able to conclude 
with this cry: “Oh, what if Jesus had listened to the devil only 
once?” Everything was at stake.



Chapter 3

Initial Travels in Galilee 
(Matt. 4:12–25)

After his temptations by the devil, Jesus did not imme-
diately work exclusively in Galilee. He lodged first for 

some time in Judea and, like John the Baptist, he preached 
and made disciples (John 1:35–52). But when he surmised 
that the Pharisees could not abide the fact that he had made 
more disciples than John the Baptist, who had meanwhile 
been imprisoned, Jesus went to Galilee (John 4:1–3). This 
portion of Matthew ties in with that (v. 12) and reports next 
what happened in Galilee. This narrative is unique, since it 
has no parallel in the other Gospels. Could that be because 
Matthew himself came from Galilee (Matt. 9:9)?

Jesus Made Capernaum the Center of His Field 
of Labor (vv. 12–17)

Returning from Judea to Galilee, the Lord went first to Naza-
reth. He attended a wedding in Cana, a town north of Nazareth 
(John 2). Afterward, together with his mother and brothers, he 
took up residence in Capernaum. This place lay northwest of 
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the Sea of Galilee. We must not construct a mistaken impres-
sion of the fact that the Lord lived in Capernaum, however. It 
didn’t last long (John 2:12). And Jesus did not at all live in an 
upscale house. For him it was hardly more than a place to lay 
his head (Matt. 8:20). But nevertheless it was from Capernaum 
that the Lord Jesus traveled around Galilee preaching the king-
dom that had come near and proclaiming the summons to re-
pentance, just as John the Baptist had preached (3:2). In this 
way the prophecy of Isaiah 9:1–2 was fulfilled. It had already 
been fulfilled to a certain degree when the northern part of 
the country, which had suffered so severely from the violence 
of war, was invited by King Hezekiah to participate in the re-
stored temple ministry. But it was fulfilled entirely when God’s 
Son preached his gospel in Galilee. At that point light arose, 
along with knowledge of and love toward God—together with 
deliverance from Satan and his devils, with health and joy. 
Light arose in the darkness of half-Gentile Galilee.

Jesus Made Four Fishermen from Galilee 
Fishers of Men (vv. 18–22)

This was not Jesus’s first encounter with the two pairs of broth-
ers, Peter and Andrew, and James and John (John 1:35–43). 
But near the Sea of Galilee Jesus bound them more closely 
to himself by calling them to what later would be their apos-
tolic office, and by calling them now to follow him in order to 
be prepared for the exercise of that office in the future. They 
willingly listened to Christ’s summons. They left everything 
to do that.

Jesus Traveled throughout Galilee 
Teaching and Doing Good (vv. 23–25)

These are two distinct things.
The first—preaching the gospel of the kingdom—is 
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something John the Baptist had done as well, though he did 
not preach in the synagogues, as far as we know. But the sec-
ond—performing miracles—no, John did not do. Concerning 
this, Matthew provides first a general description when he 
says that Jesus was “healing every disease and every afflic-
tion among the people” (v. 23). “Every” in this case means 
“all sorts of.” In verse 24 that general description is specified 
further, however, as people are mentioned who were “sick, 
those afflicted with various diseases and pains.” These terms 
are familiar to us. But then follow other terms: “those op-
pressed by demons, epileptics, and paralytics.” The phrase 
“those oppressed by demons” refers to people who were pos-
sessed by one or more evil spirits. The other two terms refer 
not to people who were possessed, but to people who were 
plagued by evil spirits. The first term, epileptic, appears in the 
New Testament only here and in Matthew 17:15 (in reference 
to suffering seizures). The last term proves that “epileptics” 
were victims of evil spirits. In view of Matthew 8:6, that was 
also the case with some “paralytics” (vv. 23–24).

Matthew concludes this narrative by telling us that Jesus 
attracted many people, not only from Galilee but also from 
the Decapolis (a region south of the Sea of Galilee, partially 
west but largely east of the Jordan). In addition, people came 
from the remote Transjordan and also from Jerusalem and 
Judea, from the south (v. 25).

3. Initial Travels in Galilee





Chapter 4

Explaining the Gospel of the 
Kingdom 

(Matt. 5–7)

In the preceding section we were told that Jesus proclaimed 
the gospel of the kingdom (4:23). More information, how-

ever, was not given. But Matthew does not leave matters at 
that point. On the contrary, he adds a far more comprehen-
sive exposition than the other evangelists. In Greek this next 
section actually begins with the word “but” (de). Thanks to 
Luke 6:12 we know that after a night of prayer, Jesus chose 
twelve “disciples” (people most frequently use the Latin-de-
rived word disciples) and also called them “apostles” (which 
means “sent-out ones”). He would instruct them for spread-
ing his teaching at a later time. This next section also states 
that Jesus sat (5:1). Jewish teachers were accustomed to sit 
while teaching, which explains the formulation that their dis-
ciples sat at their feet (cf. Acts 22:3). Apparently, in order to 
be clearly understandable, the Lord sat down on a bluff. One 
assumes that this location was on a rise in a mountain range 
north of Capernaum. In addition to the Twelve, Jesus was 
surrounded by other disciples as well. This word disciple can 
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be used in its broader sense of “follower, devotee.” Later peo-
ple replaced it with the word Christians (Acts 11:26). Indeed, a 
multitude of listeners from the people gathered around Jesus 
(Matt. 7:28).

Later, the instruction of Christ that we find in Matthew 
5:3–7:27 came to be called the Sermon on the Mount. This 
is fine as long as we do not think of a speech composed el-
oquently and lasting longer than one or two hours. It is a 
question whether the so-called Sermon on the Mount lasted 
longer than from morning until afternoon. We read in Mat-
thew 5:2 not only that Jesus sat down for it but also that he 
began to “teach” his disciples (NASB). He was interested 
in communicating his teaching to them. That appears later, 
when we read that Jesus posited his teaching over against that 
of the Pharisees. From the Gospel of Luke we learn that Jesus 
gave his teaching on more than occasion at the impetus of 
some event or other. Luke spread those narratives across dif-
ferent chapters, but Matthew has gathered and arranged them 
in one narrative stretching from 5:1 to 7:27, where in view of 
the introductory word “but” he wants to inform his readers 
more comprehensively about the gospel of the kingdom that 
was mentioned earlier in 4:23 only incidentally.

We organize our discussion of this Scripture passage 
this way:

1. The introduction (5:3–16)
2. The instruction (5:17–7:23)
3. The conclusion (7:24–27)

The Introduction to the Sermon on the Mount 
(5:3–16)

The beginning of the Sermon on the Mount consists of the 
Beatitudes. Reading these in Matthew, one gets the initial im-
pression that they are declarations that Christ simply made in 
general to no one in particular: blessed are the poor, blessed 
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are those who mourn, blessed are the meek, etc. But if one 
reads Luke 6:20 in this connection, one discovers that the Be-
atitudes were indeed directed specifically. For there we read: 
“And he lifted up his eyes on his disciples, and said, ‘Blessed are 
you who are poor . . .’ ” (Luke 6:20), and “Blessed are you who 
are hungry now, for you shall be satisfied” (6:21), and “Blessed 
are you when people hate you” (6:22), etc.

As we begin reading Matthew 5, therefore, we must re-
member that the Beatitudes of Matthew 5 are directed espe-
cially to his followers, his disciples. That appears in fact to be 
abundantly clear from reading further in Matthew 5, for in 
verse 11 we read, “Blessed are you,” and we can translate verse 
12 as “You rejoice and you be glad” (see also vv. 13, 14, and 16).

So it is evident not only from Luke’s report of the Beati-
tudes, but also Matthew’s, that they were spoken by the Lord 
Jesus to his disciples. (What accounts for those differences in 
formulation is of less importance. Like any teacher, the Lord 
Jesus probably had to repeat his instruction often, though 
not always with precisely the same words. Just as two people 
might tell about one and the same event each in their own 
way, yet their reports agree in substance, so too it must have 
been with the evangelists, because they were men like us, de-
spite the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Therefore we must read 
and interpret their reports of Jesus’s oral teaching in an ap-
propriate way.)

The introduction to the Sermon on the Mount has two 
parts. First, we hear how Jesus received his disciples (vv. 3–12), 
and then we hear what mandate he gave them (vv. 13–16).

How Jesus received his disciples (vv. 3–13)
No, our Savior did not receive his twelve disciples and 

other followers with a number of general, nonspecific sayings. 
Those listeners knew these words far too well from memory 
for that to have been the case. Wouldn’t they immediately 
have recognized the language of Psalm 1? “Blessed is the man 
who walks not in the counsel of the wicked.” In the same way 
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too, they would have recognized other commendations of the 
righteous, poor, and distressed from the Psalms. And they 
would have recognized the language about the promised Mes-
siah from Isaiah 61, that he would come for the humble, for 
those broken in spirit and mourning. And wouldn’t they also 
have been reminded of Isaiah 57:15, where God says that he 
dwells in the high and holy place, “and also with him who is 
of a contrite and lowly spirit, to revive the spirit of the lowly, 
and to revive the heart of the contrite,” in contrast to the god-
less among God’s people, who got to hear such a sharp accu-
sation in Isaiah 57:5–11 (see the commentary on this passage)? 
If we try as much as possible to imagine the situation in which 
our Savior gave utterance to the nine beatitudes, then we will 
discover that with them our Lord was saying nothing brand-
new. Now and again in the instruction of the Sermon on the 
Mount we see him reach back regularly to the sound, ancient 
Word of God.

The first beatitude (v. 3)
Every time we encounter the word “blessed” in verses 3–12, 
we are dealing with a translation of the Greek word makarios. 
This is the first word used in the Septuagint translation of 
Psalm 1, rendering the Hebrew word ’ashre. Actually this is 
a plural form, so we could translate it literally as “Oh, the 
blessings of the man who . . . ,” ending up with the translation 
“Blessed is the man who . . .”

In Luke 6:20, the verse parallel to Matthew 5:3, it says: 
“Blessed are you who are poor.” This does not mean that 
the disciples are to be commended as blessed because they 
possessed no money or property. In view of Matthew 5:3 the 
Lord Jesus meant those “who are poor in spirit.” He also did 
not intend by this to declare the disciples blessed because 
they were imbeciles. No, from what follows we see that he 
warned them especially about the teaching of the Pharisees, 
which cultivated people who were nothing but proud and 
conceited. In direct contradiction to that, our Savior praised 
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his followers because they were not exalted in their own eyes 
but unimportant, small, humble. He emphatically praised 
them. In the second half of the verse, “for theirs is the king-
dom of heaven,” the word theirs must receive the emphasis. 
That future glory was the portion—now already in promise 
form and later in fullness—of those who took no delight in 
themselves but were displeased with themselves on account 
of their various faults: faulty ideas, words, and deeds. They 
did not feel that they were great and rich when they directed 
their prayers to their Father in heaven; on the contrary, they 
far more resembled the tax collector in one of our Savior’s 
parables, who prayed with eyes cast down: “God, be merciful 
to me, a sinner!” (Luke 18:13).

The second beatitude (v. 4)
“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.”

When Jesus spoke these words to them, his followers 
would have thought of Isaiah 61:2, where the future Mes-
siah had already foretold that he would be anointed by the 
Spirit of Yahweh to “comfort all who mourn.” By this he 
meant not simply all those who were sad for any reason 
whatsoever, but, in view of Isaiah 61:3, “those who mourn 
in Zion.” The Lord Jesus had in view those who mourned 
over the distressing conditions among the Israelites of his 
day. Notice how those people were to be comforted! Accord-
ing to Luke 6:21b, the Savior even foretold that they would 
“laugh.” Now, they did do that when the Master appeared 
after rising from the grave and later again, even more, when 
the Lord Jesus had gone to heaven and had poured out his 
Spirit upon them. Even when they were persecuted by the 
Pharisees (among others), there was joy in their heart, as we 
read in the Acts of the Apostles.

The third beatitude (v. 5)
This beatitude is not reported by any other evangelist. 
“Meek” closely resembles “poor in spirit,” but Matthew did 
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not think it redundant to communicate this beatitude for 
those who are in fact meek, for the special significance of 
meekness becomes clear from how Paul and Peter use the 
noun. The Christians in Corinth were in many respects very 
gifted but also very troublesome. At one point, Paul places a 
choice before them, as to whether he should return to them 
with a rod or “with love in a spirit of gentleness” (1 Cor. 
4:21). To women whose husbands did not accompany them 
when they became Christian believers, Peter gave the advice 
to be submissive to their husbands so that those husbands 
who were not willing to become Christians would still be 
won over by the conduct of their wives, by observing their 
pure and godly walk and their imperishable adornment “of 
a gentle and quiet spirit, which in God’s sight is very pre-
cious” (1 Pet. 3:1–4). Indeed, our Savior once said to his 
disciples: “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, 
and I will give you rest. Take my yoke”—instead of the heavy 
yoke of the Pharisees and their calloused teaching—“upon 
you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, 
and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, 
and my burden is light” (Matt. 11:28–30). In Psalm 37:11 
the promise had already been given that the meek (here the 
Septuagint uses the same Greek word that we find in v. 5) 
would inherit the land.

The fourth beatitude (v. 6)
It is clear that the term righteousness used here refers to some-
thing belonging not to God but to a human being. In his 
explanation of the fifth commandment, Moses wrote: “Justice 
[or “righteousness”], and only justice, you shall follow, that 
you may live and inherit the land that the Lord your God is 
giving you” (Deut. 16:20). Abraham believed in Yahweh, and 
Yahweh reckoned it to him as righteousness (Gen. 15:6).

In their own eyes the Pharisees were not lacking in such 
(human) righteousness. Just listen to how the Lord Jesus de-
scribes the ostentation of the Pharisee in the parable of Luke 



 37

18:9–14. Righteousness? The Pharisee didn’t hunger and thirst 
for it at all, since he possessed enough of it already. But the 
tax collector in the parable confessed that he possessed no 
righteousness at all. Therefore he hungered and thirsted for 
righteousness and prayed, “God, be merciful to me, a sin-
ner!” (Luke 18:13). And that man went home filled (ESV “jus-
tified,” 18:14).

Perhaps with this fourth beatitude our Lord Jesus had 
his eye on followers who suffered distress because righteous-
ness was lacking not only for themselves but also for others 
among their people, and who wished that both the one and 
the other could be improved. God’s church can occasionally 
experience times of great deficiency in terms of righteousness 
among its members.

Jesus had seen his followers suffer under such distressing 
circumstances. He saw them hungering and thirsting for righ-
teousness, and he promised them that they would be filled. 
(Notice the metaphor he maintained throughout.) That time 
dawned at Pentecost. At that time these same listeners of Jesus 
experienced glorious days when a church came into existence 
in Jerusalem, when love, joy, and purity of heart ruled (Acts 
2:43–47; 4:32–35). But unfortunately it did not stay that way. 
We await the holy Jerusalem that will descend from heaven. 
There, nothing impure and no one who commits abomination 
and unrighteousness shall enter, but only those who are writ-
ten in the Lamb’s book of life (Rev. 21:27).

The fifth beatitude (v. 7)
Scripture does not often speak of merciful people. David 
was merciful toward Mephibosheth, the son of his deceased 
intimate friend Jonathan (2 Sam. 9). It is striking that the 
Lord Jesus in one of his most well-known parables identified 
a Samaritan as an example of mercy but a priest and a Lev-
ite as examples of mercilessness (Luke 10). Among the Jews 
the theory was in circulation that people who struggled with 
sickness, blindness, and the like, were being punished with 
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those conditions for sin that either they or their parents had 
committed. From John 9:2, the story of the man born blind, 
we see that the disciples of the Lord were not entirely free 
of that notion. But we do read about the mercy of God fre-
quently (think of Exod. 34:6, mercy shown to Moses after the 
sin of Israel with the golden calf, and of Ps. 103:8). Our Sav-
ior himself was so merciful that he healed many sick people. 
He is even called a merciful high priest (Heb. 2:17). He also 
commanded his disciples: “Be merciful, even as your Father 
is merciful” (Luke 6:36). According to Matthew 5:7 he told 
them,  “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.” 
When he executes final judgment one day, the mercy people 
have shown toward his needy believers will “triumph over 
judgment” (Matt. 25:34–40; Jas. 2:13).

The sixth beatitude (v. 8)
Naturally the disciples knew the verse “Truly God is good 
to Israel, for those who are pure in heart” (Ps. 73:1). But the 
Lord Jesus had his own wise reasons for telling them as well: 
blessed are the pure in heart, for they (with emphasis on this 
pronoun) will see God. In his days, legalism was a serious 
danger. The Pharisees stumbled over minutiae, but they con-
sumed the houses of widows. They dared to strain out a gnat 
while swallowing a camel (a metaphor). They were hypocrites, 
actors, pretenders (Matt. 23:14, 24). But they could not de-
ceive God with feigned piety, not now, not later when every-
body is to appear before his judgment seat. Only the pure in 
heart will not need to be dismissed from God’s sight. They 
have purified their hearts by faith (Acts 15:9). Without holi-
ness no one will see the Lord (Heb. 12:14; 1 John 3:2).

The seventh beatitude (v. 9)
“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons 
of God.”

The Hebrew word for “peace” (shalom) had an extremely 
rich meaning. People greeted each other with that word, and 
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with that word people were blessed. Nevertheless, at the time 
when Christ was on earth, there was a lot of turmoil1 among 
Israel. Various parties fought each other, even during the 
siege of Jerusalem when the stakes were life or death. In ad-
dition, there was also the shared hostility between the Jews, 
on the one hand, and the Samaritans and Christians, on the 
other hand. In response to all that turmoil, the apostle Paul 
directed people to Christ, who had torn down the dividing 
wall between Jews and Gentiles by fulfilling the law through 
his suffering and dying (Eph. 2:14). It would be the task of 
the apostles to make peace through the proclamation of the 
gospel. Then as genuine sons of God they would be reflecting 
the image of their heavenly Father who had invested so much 
on behalf of peace between him and people, and between 
people themselves.

The eighth beatitude (v. 10)
In itself, persecution is something terrible. It should never 
happen. But if people are persecuted for Jesus’s sake, they 
are to be considered blessed. The apostles rejoiced when they 
were deemed worthy to be treated shamefully for Christ’s sake 
(Acts 5:41).

Yet the Lord Jesus is clearly not speaking of that in the 
eighth beatitude. He used the words “Blessed are those who 
are persecuted for [their] righteousness’ sake.” By “righ-
teousness” the same thing is to be understood here as in the 
fourth beatitude: walking before God and people in the fear 
of the Lord.

To this beatitude Christ attached the same promise as to 
the first: “For theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” They already 
possess that coming glory now in promise form, but it will be 
fulfilled when Christ returns in glory.

1. [Editors’ note: Dutch onvrede (“unrest, turmoil”). Vonk is employing 
a wordplay on the Dutch term vrede (“peace”) used above.]
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The ninth beatitude (vv. 11–12)
This beatitude begins with the words “Blessed are you.” This 
establishes the claim that the preceding beatitudes, despite 
their somewhat different form than those of Luke 6:20–23, 
nevertheless were also directed to the disciples and other fol-
lowers of Jesus.

Notice how this conclusion of the Beatitudes later 
strengthened these listeners in particular. Already at that 
time, the Pharisees and others had just begun to resist what 
they saw as the erroneous influence of Jesus’s preaching and 
had thus also just begun to nastily harass everyone who dared 
to follow him. Already then, looking ahead to what his apos-
tles would have to suffer for his sake, Jesus compared them 
with believers of an earlier time, putting them on the same 
line as the earlier prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Amos, etc.) and 
promising them the reward of those prophets. Now we un-
derstand even better why the apostles rejoiced that they had 
been flogged for Jesus’s sake at the command of the Sanhe-
drin (Acts 5:40–41).

The mandate Jesus gave his disciples (vv. 13–16)
“You are the salt of the earth. .  .  . You are the light of 

the world.”
The word you (plural), with which verses 13 and 14 begin, 

was spoken with emphasis. Our Savior did this to point his 
followers emphatically to their place and task, over against 
various other Jews who felt not only that they were teachers 
exalted above “this crowd that does not know the law” (their 
own people, John 7:49), but also of course that they were ex-
alted above the Gentiles who knew nothing of the existence of 
Scripture (Rom. 2:17–24) and among whom people traveled 
over land and sea to make one convert (Matt. 23:15). But in 
his beatitudes Jesus had described them, the disciples, as en-
tirely different people, as humble and meek people, and yet 
as those who possessed glorious promises.

But this privilege brought with it consequences. They 
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would have to make others share in the treasures that Jesus 
granted them and would yet grant them. The Lord described 
that obligation by using a pair of images. He compared his 
disciples to—indeed he simply called them—salt and light: the 
salt of the earth and the light of the world.

Naturally, salt must season and light must shine. What 
good were they if they didn’t? When salt no longer seasoned 
anything, obviously one could no longer use it for preserving 
meat and fish or to make food tasty. When a lamp stopped 
shedding its light because people put it under a bushel basket, 
it too was no longer beneficial to those living in the house.

These were matters that were obvious. A city built on the 
top of a mountain was automatically seen. Salt that was genu-
ine salt supplied food with delicious taste. Light that radiated 
outward drove out the darkness.

Well, then, that is what Jesus expected of his disciples, 
that they would transmit to others the instruction of their 
Teacher. Together with the Beatitudes the mandate was given 
to them so that a blessed influence would proceed from them 
as Christ’s disciples, not only through their words but through 
their entire lifestyle.

But what if that did not happen? Then the result of such 
misfortunes of Jesus’s disciples would be just as silly as with 
salt that did not season food, just as silly as with a shining 
light that no longer illumined the living room because people 
had covered it with a jar. Then their unfruitful conduct would 
fail to extend not only to anyone’s salvation and blessing, but 
also to the honor of their heavenly Father. And that would be 
the worst, as it was the primary goal for which Jesus had been 
sent and had come to earth and had preached and taught.

The Instruction of the Sermon on the Mount 
(5:17–7:23)

Before making the transition to giving that instruction, Jesus 
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focused the attention of his listeners on the order he wishes 
to follow with that instruction. For that reason he gave a pref-
ace (vv. 17–20). For we must remember that by this time his 
name had already become widely known. Multitudes of peo-
ple knew him already (4:23–25). He did not enjoy a good 
reputation among everyone, though. The scribes and Phari-
sees thought that he seriously violated God’s commandments. 
This explains why he began with this warning: “Do not think 
that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have 
not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (v. 17).

Remarkably, Jesus did not say that he had been “sent,” as 
the prophets used to say, but that he had “come.” This word 
speaks of authority.

We discussed the phrase “the Law and the Prophets” in 
our introduction to this series, specifically, in the volume on 
Genesis. With that phrase one can identify what we today call 
the Old Testament. The word abolish means “break, smash.” 
The word fulfill can have two meanings in this passage. First, 
that the shadows of the Law (for example, the sacrifices) or 
the predictions of the Prophets (for example, Mic. 5:2, “But 
you, Bethlehem . . .”) were realized; and second, that God’s 
commandments were obeyed, performed. The second mean-
ing occurs far and away most often.

But with verse 18 we can employ the first meaning. There 
Jesus said that nothing of heaven and earth (in our thinking 
these are images of something that lasts a long time) would 
pass away before the entire content of the Law (this one word 
can refer to the whole Old Testament), down to the last jot 
(the smallest letter) and tittle (a tiny line or stroke), had hap-
pened (v. 18).

With verse 19, however, we must suppose the second 
meaning of the word fulfill. There Jesus warned his disciples 
that soon, when they were functioning as teachers, they must 
not neglect even the smallest of God’s commandments. That 
couldn’t happen to even the smallest of all of God’s com-
mandments. Should someone nevertheless sink to such a low 
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level with regard to teaching the law, he would not obtain 
any respectable position at all in the kingdom of heaven, in 
contrast with anyone who took all the commandments of God 
seriously (v. 19).

That is what Jesus thought about keeping God’s com-
mandments and about teaching them, as he, and eventually 
his disciples as well, would soon be teaching them. Then they 
especially should not follow the example of the scribes and 
Pharisees, who all too easily thought they were finished with 
fulfilling God’s commandment and pursuing the required 
righteousness. If his disciples were to do that, they not only 
would not receive a respectable position in God’s kingdom, 
they would not receive anything at all (v. 20).

Jesus shows the proper way to keep the sixth 
commandment, “You shall not murder” (5:21–26)
This Scripture passage is the first of a series of six in which 

Jesus posits his emphatic “but I say to you” over against sev-
eral already ancient interpretations of God’s commandments 
(vv. 22, 28, 32, 34, 39, and 44). Those mistaken interpretations 
came from “those of old.” It makes no difference whether in 
verse 21 (and v. 33) one translates, “You have heard that it was 
said to those of old” or “by those of old.” Both translations are 
possible and practically indistinguishable, for if something is 
said to people, then it was also said by people. In Greek both 
of these can be expressed with exactly the same words and 
word forms.

Jesus warns first of all, then, about the dominant teaching 
regarding the command “You shall not murder,” which was 
that anyone guilty of murder was liable to judgment (v. 21).

Before going any further, someone might ask: But was 
that not correct? Did not God himself speak in the same spirit 
in the book of the covenant (Exod. 21:12–36)?

Yes, but it was not correct when in connection with instruc-
tion about the sixth commandment people limited themselves 
to the act of murder. Thanks to the book of the covenant and 
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Moses’s exposition of the sixth commandment in Deuteron-
omy 20:1–22:12, people could have known better. Our Savior 
is now positing the requirement to plumb the depth of this 
command. Teaching about the sixth commandment had to 
lead people to realize that this command was being violated 
already by being angry with a brother (Jesus says not a word 
about whether such anger was justified or not), or by insult-
ing him as being a moron or a fool. Jesus knew that a dis-
tinction was made between lighter and heavier sins, of which 
the former came before the judge and the latter before the 
Sanhedrin in Jerusalem. He showed that by including those 
in his comments. But he appears to have done so with irony. 
He concludes his series of examples (first, being angry; sec-
ond, insulting someone as a moron; third, insulting someone 
as a fool—common terms, but with what difference, really?) 
by saying that anyone who calls his brother a “fool” would 
be liable to hell fire (v. 22; the Greek word for hell is geenna, 
derived from Gē Hinnom).

Next Jesus pointed to the consequences of his statement 
(v. 23 begins with “so”). One violates the sixth commandment 
not simply by murder and manslaughter, but for example, 
even by living in an unreconciled state with one’s brother. 
Something like that had to be stopped immediately. Stopping 
it had to take priority. Even if one had gone up to render a 
sacrifice to God and suddenly remembered that he stood in 
a wrong relationship with a brother, one had to achieve rec-
onciliation before proceeding with the sacrifice (vv. 23–24).

The sixth commandment required that one always be 
meek and placable. For example, when one became embroiled 
in an argument, one needed to do everything to placate his 
opponent, even if they were already en route to court. Thus, 
one had to stop it in the nick of time. It was better to concede 
everything and prevent the miserable ordeal that sometimes 
can be caused when legal procedures continue to the bitter 
end (vv. 25–26).
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Jesus shows the proper way to protect oneself from 
transgressing the commandment “You shall not commit 
adultery” (5:27–30)
This time Jesus spoke about the seventh commandment. 

He and his listeners knew what had been added to this com-
mandment by the teachers of the law. They had decided, 
for example, that if a woman needed to cross a stream but 
in doing so had exposed her legs, then a man other than 
her husband was not allowed to wade across the stream 
shortly after her; otherwise, that man would go to hell. How 
faithfully people appeared to keep the tenth commandment 
(“You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife”) by means of 
such extra rules! Men thought it best then not even to look 
at the wife of another and, in an emergency, to shut their 
eyes tightly.

When we read what the Lord Jesus said here, we see that 
he wanted nothing to do with such exaggeration. A man can 
go ahead and look at the wife of another, possibly even lend 
her a helping hand, but not with the desire in his heart of 
having his way with her. If he did, he already had committed 
adultery with her in his heart (v. 28).

Furthermore, if someone had looked at the wife of an-
other man or had given her a helping hand with desire in his 
heart, then Jesus did not abruptly condemn such a person to 
hell. No, he warned such a person first. Instead, he counseled 
him that it was better to pluck out his own eye or cut off his 
own hand, and thus repent from sin, than to go to hell with 
that covetous eye and that covetous hand, as a whole person 
(vv. 29–30).

People might perhaps wonder whether Jesus literally 
meant that one must mutilate himself in order to avoid be-
ing lost eternally. Anyone who asks that question should 
read what was written about the mashal, proverb, parable, 
and pithy saying, in the introduction of our commentary on 
Proverbs. Jesus’s contemporaries recognized such forms of 
speech as a way of strongly and sharply expressing what one 
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meant—in this case, it is better to run away from whatever 
might destroy another’s marriage.

Jesus condemns the divorce practices of his day (5:31–32)
The difference between the preceding verses and these 

verses is clear. The preceding section dealt with destroying 
another person’s marriage, but here Jesus is talking about de-
stroying one’s own marriage.

In Jesus’s day some believed that a husband could divorce 
his wife only if she were guilty of marital infidelity, but others 
believed that a husband could divorce his wife for far less 
significant reasons, as long as he saw to it that a certificate 
of divorce was given to her. People appealed to the so-called 
prescription of Moses (see Matt. 19) for this.

But that appeal to Moses was simply dishonest, as if Mo-
ses had invented the use of divorce certificates and as if he 
had wanted to cover up the sin of divorce with them. The 
opposite is true. Unfortunately, Moses could not prevent ev-
ery undeserved sending away of wives by their husbands, but 
he at least stipulated that such a woman receive a certificate 
of divorce, otherwise her husband could later accuse her of 
adultery if, to survive, she had sought and found refuge with 
another man (see the commentary on Deut. 24:1–5 and Matt. 
19:3–9; Mark 10:1–12; Luke 16:18; 1 Cor. 7). We must remem-
ber that according to the Torah, both men and women who 
committed adultery were liable to the punishment of death 
(Lev. 20:10; Deut. 22:22).

Jesus disapproved of all destroying of marriage. A wife 
was not allowed to desert her husband (Mark 10:1–12). But 
neither was a husband allowed simply to send his wife away. 
Jesus never once spoke about a certificate of divorce. Later 
the wife of that husband would “marry” another man. She 
had to live. But then he, the first husband, was the cause of 
breaking his marriage (v. 32).
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Jesus warned his disciples against superficial, so-called 
swearing and proposed to them that all swearing of oaths 
among them must be superfluous (5:33–37)
The situation in which these words were spoken is indi-

cated by the opening words of verse 33: “You have heard that 
is was said to those of old” (see the explanation of them at 
5:21). And further indication follows, when Jesus opposes the 
ancient emphatic swearing by various insignificant things and 
by various fictitious things in order to give the impression of 
being truthful. Jesus opposed this. He did not oppose swear-
ing an oath before a judge—the Law and the Prophets had 
taught how sacred God considered this. God himself swears 
an oath, for example, in Genesis 22:16; Psalm 95:11; 110:4; 
and Hebrews 6:17, and he was offended when people in Israel 
broke their vow toward the Gibeonites (2 Sam. 21:1–2). Our 
Savior himself had also sworn, when the judge Caiaphas re-
quired that of him (Matt. 26:63–64). But superficial swearing, 
which Jesus is opposing, was accompanied not by invoking 
God’s name but by invoking heaven, earth, and the temple. 
The intention was on the one hand to give an impression of 
being a serious person, but on the other hand, if a promise 
later turned out to have been made falsely or to be left un-
fulfilled, one could argue that one actually had not sworn 
a genuine, valid oath. But with his opposition to this, Jesus 
pointed out that one must honor heaven as God’s throne, the 
earth as his footstool, and the temple as his dwelling. Even 
more than that, one could not commit the hair on one’s own 
head as a guarantee, because no one but God alone was lord 
and master of that (vv. 33–36).

Jesus was not forbidding the proper swearing of an oath, 
but the swearing of an oath in pretense.

Finally, just as in verse 34, he said that swearing of oaths 
must not occur among his disciples, because their word alone 
must be reliable. When they denied or affirmed something, 
such statements required no additional impressive language. 
“Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No.’ ” If that were 
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insufficient, then clearly something was not healthy between 
the disciples (v. 37).

Jesus desired that, in cases of possible conflict with each 
other and with those of an entirely different disposition 
(“evil ones”) than they, his disciples would not claim their 
rights (5:38–42)
The phrase “eye for eye, tooth for tooth” is a biblical ex-

pression. It can be found in Exodus 21:24; Leviticus 24:19–21; 
and Deuteronomy 19:21. Whenever the government executed 
punishment, it was supposed to determine the extent accord-
ing to this rule. But when we see the Lord Jesus cite this rule 
in this Scripture passage, we must not suppose that Jesus was 
opposed to maintaining governmental authority and opposed 
to punishment, even military service and waging war. That 
has been argued by various preachers of pacifism (Tolstoy, 
E. Stanley Jones), but incorrectly. Jesus’s listeners understood 
his meaning better than that.

The Pharisaic scribes had turned this rule for jurisprudence 
on the part of the government into a rule applicable to the 
mutual treatment of individual persons; they used it to spec-
ify terms of restitution that the one who causes injury had to 
repay. They emphasized lenience whenever it involved a con-
flict between Pharisees, but not when a Pharisee was injured 
by someone from “the ignorant masses,” a non-Pharisee, an 
“evil one.” In opposition to this practice Jesus announced to 
his disciples, “But I say to you.” He mentioned a pair of cases 
to illustrate what his disciples were supposed to do in their 
interactions with one another, indeed, with every other person.

The first illustration (v. 39b)
“If anyone slaps you on the right cheek.” In this context one 
should not think of a brutal fight, which had to be dealt with 
by the police and the courts. No, this involved an instance 
when someone used the back of his right hand to give a little 
slap on the other’s right cheek. The purpose here was not 
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to inflict bodily injury, but simply to embarrass the person. 
Jesus proposes to his disciples that they not treat each other 
by keeping score this way. And if one should be harassed this 
way by someone outside his circle (an “evil one”), they should 
renounce all revenge, even if a less serious harassment were 
repeated. Jesus was truly speaking in line with what his con-
temporaries understood when he spoke of being slapped on 
the right and the left cheeks.

The second illustration (v. 40)
If someone feels that you had taken advantage of them and 
threatens to go immediately to the judge with his complaint 
unless you offer him your undergarment as a pledge, then 
you must be prepared to give him your mantle as a security as 
well. Do anything possible to prevent a lawsuit.

The third illustration (v. 41)
If someone is traveling through an unfamiliar area, he might 
ask someone to show him the way so that he will not risk any 
danger. Jesus said, however, that if such a person comes to 
you with an appeal to walk with him for a mile, then be so 
accommodating as to go with him two miles.

The fourth illustration (v. 42)
Here Jesus encouraged even more gentleness than Moses did 
in his discussion of the fifth commandment in Deuteronomy 
15:7–8. If one of your neighbors asked to borrow something, 
he had to return it in a timely fashion, except at the begin-
ning of the sabbath (seventh) year. For then all debts were 
forgiven (shemittah; see the commentary on Deut. 15:7–11), 
with the result that some were unwilling to loan their brothers 
something since the sabbath year was imminent, for then they 
would not get their items back. In opposition to this attitude, 
Jesus taught that one should help another in need not with 
a loan but with a gift. And if he still wants to borrow it, then 
fine: always be ready to loan what is needed.
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Jesus commanded his disciples to love not only their 
friends but also their enemies (5:43–48)
The opening words of the quotation that our Savior 

cites as spoken by the Pharisaic scribes came from the Bi-
ble, from Leviticus 19:18: “You shall not take vengeance or 
bear a grudge against the sons of your own people, but you 
shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord.” But 
whereas according to Leviticus 19 the command to love ex-
tended to all Israelites, even to the sojourner living among 
them (vv. 33–34), the Pharisaic scribes had entirely twisted 
that command.

After all, they viewed themselves as justified and elevated 
above the rest of the people and they despised those others 
(Luke 18:9). They even dared to say that the masses, who 
according to them did not know the law, were “accursed” 
(John 7:49). Those folks were avoided by them with disdain, 
and they would never have eaten with them at the same ta-
ble, for example. This explains why they stoned someone 
like Stephen as an enemy of God and thus of themselves 
(Acts 6:12). But how did Stephen act toward those who were 
his persecutors? Entirely according to the example of our 
Savior on Golgotha (Luke 23:34: “Father, forgive them”), 
and according to Jesus’s command to his disciples in the 
Sermon on the Mount here in Matthew 5:44: “But I say to 
you [in contrast to the customary Pharisaic practice]: Love 
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” And 
for what purpose must Jesus’s disciples love not only one 
another but also their persecutors, their enemies? So that 
it would become apparent that they were children of their 
heavenly Father, for he granted rain and sunshine not exclu-
sively to those who were good and righteous, but simulta-
neously to those who were evil and unrighteous (v. 45). So 
if Jesus’s disciples had loved only each other (as the Phari-
sees did), how would their conduct have been any different 
in value from that of the tax collectors (often dishonest in 
their collecting of taxes) and that of the Gentiles? If they 
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greeted only one another, in what way were they different 
from all other groups of people who acted similarly toward 
each other (vv. 46–47)?

Consequently, the Lord Jesus concluded by holding be-
fore his disciples the best example of all that he could men-
tion, namely, their heavenly Father. He was not satisfied in his 
generosity by doing half a job, but he treated all his creatures 
throughout all the earth with perfection. Jesus’s disciples 
should also behave with such perfection, showing love and, 
when in need, compassion and mercy, not only toward one 
another but also toward their enemies and persecutors (v. 48).

From this conclusion what impacts us the most is Jesus’s 
command to behave like our heavenly Father, to also extend 
mercy toward our enemies and persecutors and not only to-
ward our fellow Christians. It is remarkable that in Matthew 
that two-sided benevolence is called “being perfect.” It is very 
understandable that Luke reports Jesus’s command briefly 
with these words: “Be merciful, even as your Father is mer-
ciful” (Luke 6:36). We crane our necks to look up at such 
mercy extended by the praying Lord Jesus on the cross and 
the praying Stephen as he is stoned to death.

Jesus warned his disciples against proud piety (6:1–18)
In the preceding instruction, Jesus held before his disci-

ples the positive good they must do and soon must instruct 
others to do (5:21–48). But now comes a Scripture segment 
in which he warns against hypocrisy in doing good and prac-
ticing piety (6:1–18).

One can already hear that warning tone in the opening 
words of verse 1: “Beware of practicing your righteousness 
before other people in order to be seen by them.”

We encounter the word “righteousness” in Scripture not 
only when it speaks about God or Christ, but also when human 
behavior and conduct according to God’s will are in view. 
Only a short time before, we heard Jesus warn his disciples to 
take care that their righteousness surpass that of the scribes 
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and Pharisees (5:20). That warning is repeated in this portion 
of Scripture.

It is introduced in 6:1. This verse ties in closely with the 
conclusion of Matthew 5, where Jesus said that the disciples 
must be so attentive in doing good that they would love even 
their enemies and would pray for their persecutors. But, as 
he continues here in this new section, they must not do that 
good, their righteousness, in order to be seen by people. For 
the phrase “be seen” Jesus uses a word related to our word 
theater. Such righteousness would be worthless in the eyes of 
their heavenly Father. He would have no additional reward 
to give. The word reward could be used in the context of the 
relationship between boss and servant, referring to the pay-
ment of a wage, but it could also be used in the context of the 
relationship between father and child, referring to a reward. 
The latter is meant here in verse 1.

To clarify his meaning, Jesus supplied a pair of examples. 
Naturally those were intended for all his disciples, but now 
and then Jesus uses the singular and speaks of an individual 
rather than a group. One senses all the more deeply the inti-
mate and penetrating force of his speaking.

The first example: Giving alms (vv. 2–4)
First Jesus describes how this must not be done (v. 2) and 
then how it must be done (vv. 3–4).

It must not be done in the way that the Pharisees do it. 
Actually, Jesus does not mention them here by name, but he 
designates them by the word hypocrites. That was the Greek 
word for stage actors, and makes us think of verse 1, of the 
word meaning “be seen” in the theater. One certainly can 
hear the irony here. So too in the word trumpet. Of course 
the Pharisees did not really have a trumpet blown when they 
donated their gifts to the poor, just like they did not perform 
on any stage. But they enjoyed giving their alms in such a 
way that they could be seen by many people. This is what 
they did on the street (literally, in the alleys, the place where 
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the poor lived) or in the synagogues. Once again Jesus de-
scribed that fake pious nonsense with an ironic saying: “I 
tell you: they have already received their reward.” Literally, 
he uses a word that refers to a proof written upon receipt 
of a sum. Thousands of pieces of paper have been found in 
archaeological digs like this. We use the word paid. These 
people could expect no more reward from God, for they had 
already received it from the people who were so impressed 
with them (v. 2).

No, when showing mercy by giving alms, a disciple of Je-
sus must avoid attracting any attention. The Lord said: “Don’t 
let your [singular, intimate!] left hand know what your right 
hand is doing.” This appears to be figurative. Perhaps it means 
“Don’t let your best friend know about it.” In any case the dis-
ciples were supposed to give in secret. Their heavenly Father 
would then see it and reward their generosity shown to the 
poor (vv. 3–4).

The second example: Praying (vv. 5–15)
Concerning prayer as well, Jesus explained first how it was 
not to happen and then how it was supposed to be done. He 
even stated it twice, the first time in verses 5–6 and the second 
time in verses 7 and 8–15.

The first time (vv. 5–6). The disciples were not supposed 
to pray in the way of the “hypocrites.” Since verse 2 we have 
known to whom that word was referring: the Pharisees. Those 
fellows made a spectacle not only of giving their alms to the 
poor, but also of their praying. It seems that in Jesus’s day, 
there was a custom in Israel, for centuries perhaps (Dan. 
6:10), to pray daily at set times, whether at home or in the 
temple or synagogue (Acts 3:1; 10:30).

When the Pharisees found themselves on the street at 
the time of prayer, they performed their prayer on the street. 
If they were in the synagogue, then they liked to position 
themselves where they could be seen. The Lord Jesus says the 
same thing about this that he had said about giving alms with 
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fanfare. Their invoice has been paid. They already have their 
reward (v. 5).

No, a disciple of Jesus was not supposed to make any 
show of his praying. If you wish to pray (again that intimate 
and sober singular!), then you must go into your inner room 
and close the door behind you. This command would not 
have struck the disciples as something new (see 2 Kgs. 4:33, 
involving Elisha, and Isa. 26:20). The word used here could 
refer to an ordinary closet or something like that. Then people 
would not see you, but your heavenly Father would, and he 
would reward you for that (v. 6).

The second time (vv. 7–15). At the same time, the Lord 
Jesus warned against the Pharisees’ lengthy praying. This 
warning, too, was nothing new (Eccl. 5:1). In this practice 
the Pharisees were behaving just like the Gentiles (see 1 Kgs. 
18:27). Jesus pointed out to his disciples how unnecessary all 
this commotion was. After all, their heavenly Father already 
knew what they needed before they prayed to him (vv. 7–8).

Therefore they were supposed to pray a certain way, Jesus 
said to his disciples, and then he let them hear a prayer that 
later came to be called the Lord’s Prayer among Christians, 
a prayer of unsurpassed brevity. In Luke 11:2–4 it appears 
in an even briefer form. The Lord Jesus probably suggested 
this prayer to his disciples on more than one occasion and 
not always with the identical words, which surely explains a 
couple of differences between Matt. 6:9–15 and Luke 11:2–4. 
This was not given to the disciples to be their only prayer, but 
recommended as a model for their prayers (vv. 7–8).

People usually divide the content of the Lord’s Prayer into 
three sections: the address, the six petitions, and the doxology.

The address of the Lord’s Prayer (v. 9a)
We know of ancient Jewish prayers whose opening, the ad-
dress to God, consists of a very lengthy series of honorific 
titles. “Blessed are you, Lord, our God and God our Father, 
the eternal, the living, etc., etc.” As we can see, with his “Our 
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Father who art in heaven,” Jesus did not teach us to include 
any surprising novelty in the address of our prayers.

He did set aside all those distinct names with the simple 
“Our Father who art in heaven.” We must simply talk to God 
as Jesus himself regularly talked about God, namely, as “your 
Father in heaven,” occasionally only with the words “your 
Father” (5:16; 6:1, 4, 6, 18). The name “Father” became the 
special title used among Christians in the apostolic era for 
their usual speaking to and about God—albeit in its Aramaic 
form, ’abba, because our Savior evidently was accustomed to 
preaching in that language (Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:6). From the 
small document called The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, or 
simply Didache (8.3), it seems that people considered it a re-
quirement to pray the Lord’s Prayer three times a day.

The six petitions of the Lord’s Prayer 
(vv. 9b–13a)

With the first petition Jesus led his disciples to pray that the 
name of their heavenly Father would be sanctified. In this 
respect they would not have been surprised as though this 
were something brand new. On Mount Horeb their ances-
tors had received a command regarding the name of God 
(Exod. 20:7), and Moses had explained to them what that 
name signified and how God was either sanctified or defiled 
(God’s name was God’s reputation, God’s power, God him-
self). One should notice that in the first petition we are not 
asking whether our heavenly Father himself wishes to sanc-
tify his name, although that is occasionally mentioned in 
Holy Scripture (e.g., Ezek. 36:23). But we are here praying 
that his name would be sanctified by others, by his creatures, 
by angels and by people. The opposite is to defile his name 
(Lev. 18:21).

The second petition was this: “Your kingdom come.” The 
disciples automatically thought in this connection of what 
had been preached by John the Baptist and their Teacher: 
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt. 3:2; 
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4:17). It is also obvious that in this petition Jesus did not 
use the word kingdom to mean a realm, as we might when 
we speak of the kingdom of the Netherlands; not a kingdom 
but a kingship, indeed, God’s kingship, God’s dominion. That 
had already been demonstrated and manifested by Jesus in 
words and works. This explains why he could tell the Phari-
sees that “the kingdom of God is among you” (Luke 17:21; “in 
the midst of you” ESV), namely, through the activity of the 
Lord Jesus. Nevertheless he instructed his disciples to pray, 
“Your kingdom come.” With this, they—and we—receive the 
mandate to pray for the increasing acknowledgment of God’s 
kingship, for the acknowledgment of his right to be served 
and honored as king by Israel, indeed, by all nations.

The third petition is closely connected with the second. It 
asks: “Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” With this 
we immediately think of the angels who, Scripture teaches, 
always obey God’s will (Ps. 103:20; Heb. 1:14). So the disci-
ples must request that the will of their heavenly Father might 
be obeyed by themselves just as it is by the angels in heaven 
(v. 10).

The fourth petition asks: “Give us this day our daily 
bread.” The word bread was an abbreviated reference to ev-
erything that sustains human life, as in Exodus 23:25; Psalm 
37:25; and Proverbs 30:8 [Dutch], and as we ourselves say 
that someone earns his bread. The Lord taught his disciples 
very clearly that they must bow daily before their heavenly 
Father as creatures who depend upon him (v. 11).

The fifth petition asks: “And forgive us our debts, as we 
have forgiven our debtors.” According to experts, the best 
reading is “as we have forgiven” rather than “as we forgive.” 
The difference between the past and present tenses in this 
case is not extreme. The main point was that in asking God 
their Father for the forgiveness of their sins, the disciples must 
remember that none of that forgiveness would reach them 
if they themselves were unprepared to grant forgiveness to 
everyone who had sinned against them. There would be no 
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granting of the fifth petition for someone with an unforgiving 
heart (v. 12).

The sixth petition asks: “And lead us not into temptation, 
but deliver us from evil.” Of course the disciples did not re-
ceive the mandate to request that their heavenly Father not 
tempt them. That would have been superfluous, for Scripture 
teaches that God tempts no one (Jas. 1:13). From this it fol-
lows that tempting is a work of Satan and his devils. The Lord 
Jesus knew all about this after his own temptations in the 
wilderness (Matt. 4:1–11). Therefore, although linguistically 
it is just as possible to translate it “Deliver us from the evil” as 
“Deliver us from the evil one,” the latter is preferred. It is not 
God but Satan who tempts us. The whole of world history is 
governed by God from beginning to end in such a way that 
the disciples may ask their heavenly Father to rule their course 
of life in such a way that they might never encounter Satan in 
circumstances in which they would easily be tempted. Their 
heavenly Father naturally remains constantly free, however, 
even with respect to the lives of Jesus’s disciples. Therefore 
their Teacher added the further petition that, if it should ever 
please their heavenly Father in his sovereignty to permit the 
devil to tempt them, he nonetheless would not allow them to 
weaken in that temptation. We know that the apostles of our 
Lord Jesus Christ were not beyond the reach of Satan, due to 
their sinful flesh (Rom. 7:24; Gal. 5:16).

The doxology (v.13b)
The manner in which the Greek words meaning “for yours” are 
placed at the beginning points to their emphasis. Jesus taught 
his disciples to confess emphatically that the kingdom about 
which he and John the Baptist were preaching belonged to 
their heavenly Father and to no one else. At the same time, he 
taught them to confess and therefore to trust that this Father 
possessed the power to fulfill their desire and petition. And 
he also taught them to confess that this heavenly Father had 
the right to be eternally honored and praised.

4. Explaining the Gospel of the Kingdom



58 Opening the Scriptures: Matthew

Finally, the last word of the Lord’s Prayer was also noth-
ing new to the disciples. The word “Amen” had appeared for 
centuries within and beyond Israel as a word used in con-
nection with confirming declarations that were made or cove-
nants that were entered. When in our English Bibles we read 
that Jesus frequently said, “Truly, truly I tell you,” that “truly” 
is our translation of the Greek word amēn. It had already been 
a genuinely covenantal term for centuries.

The fifth petition further explained 
(vv. 14–15)

From these verses we learn how important Jesus thought it 
was for his disciples and those who would later be taught by 
them to pray the fifth petition correctly, and not in a way that 
they asked God to forgive their own sins while they them-
selves were unprepared to grant forgiveness to someone who 
had sinned against them. The Lord Jesus considered it very 
important that his disciples take this instruction to heart. He 
not only explained the fifth petition further with a supple-
ment to the petition itself (see v. 12b, “as we also”), and not 
only did he explain it in this additional explanation imme-
diately following the Lord’s Prayer (vv. 14–15), but he also 
explained it in the parable in which he answered Peter’s ques-
tion about how often he ought to forgive his brother. After 
having spoken about the unforgiving servant who was subse-
quently again judged to be guilty of his debt, he concluded 
with this application: “So also my heavenly Father will do to 
every one of you if you do not forgive your brother from your 
heart” (Matt. 18:35).

The third example: Fasting (vv. 16–18)
A divine command to fast appears only once in Holy Scrip-
ture. For one day each year Israel was to fast, namely, on the 
great Day of Atonement. You can read about this in Leviti-
cus 16:29 and 23:29 (see the commentary on these passages). 
Later the ancient covenant people did fast on other days, but 
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that occurred not by divine command but by human initia-
tive (see 1 Sam. 7:6, for example). To this human initiative we 
also owe the later custom of remembering various national ca-
tastrophes with days of fasting (Zech. 7:1–3; 8:19). Our Savior 
did not disapprove of all of this, however, or of an individual’s 
personal fasting out of a desire to humble oneself before God, 
as we read about with Cornelius (Acts 10:30–31). Isaiah 59 
is an instructive chapter about fasting in Israel. The fact that 
Christ himself fasted for forty days in the wilderness (Matt. 
4:2) is naturally too exceptional for us to draw much that is 
relevant for the matter under discussion.

The Lord Jesus did not condemn individual fasting, but 
he could hardly appreciate the Pharisees’ custom of engag-
ing in extra fasting two days each week. On the contrary, he 
discouraged his disciples from following this strange show 
of piety together with everything that went with it: denying 
oneself various comforts and walking around with a long face 
in view of others. Jesus warned his disciples against this and 
gave the wise counsel that if they ever fasted, they should do 
so privately, only in view of their heavenly Father. He speaks 
in verses 17–18 once again using the intimate singular.

Jesus longed for his disciples to place no other interests 
above that of the kingdom of God (6:19–34)
This Scripture passage consists of four pericopes that have 

the same theme. Jesus’s disciples were supposed to perform 
their service on behalf of the kingdom of heaven (a) with 
their whole heart, (b) with joy, (c) in full surrender, and (d) 
trustingly expecting all their needs to be met by their heav-
enly Father.

With their whole heart (vv. 19–21). This periscope is un-
derscored, so to speak, by verse 21: “For where your treasure 
is, there your heart will be also.” That statement of the Lord 
has become one of the best-known statements in the Bible. 
No wonder, for it expresses a principle that everyone—includ-
ing all believers—understands. But the Lord Jesus made this 
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statement to his disciples, whom he had warned concerning 
the Pharisees with their so-called good works with which they 
sought earthly honor, whereas Jesus once told his disciples 
that it had pleased their heavenly Father to give them the 
kingdom. They were supposed to sell their possessions in or-
der to give alms (Luke 12:33). Peter once said something very 
close to the truth: “See, we have left everything and followed 
you” (Matt. 19:27).

With joy (vv. 22–23). This time Jesus used a metaphor of 
the important place that our eye occupies with respect to our 
whole body. In Scripture this word body can refer to the entire 
person. What can you do without an eye? You are surrounded 
by darkness, after all. And what a difference it makes if a per-
son gives something with a good eye, genially and gently, in-
stead of with an evil eye, miserly and meagerly. God loves a 
cheerful giver (2 Cor. 9:7).

In full surrender (v. 24). Using the metaphor of how im-
possible it is to serve two masters with one’s whole person, 
Jesus explained to his disciples that they must stand in his 
service with their whole hearts. Thus they must not pursue the 
enrichment of themselves with earthly possessions and in that 
way have their hearts divided between God and “mammon.” 
This latter word apparently derives from the Hebrew word 
matmon, meaning “treasure, money” (Gen. 43:23; Prov. 2:4).

Trustingly expecting all their needs to be met by their 
heavenly Father (vv. 25–34). “Therefore I tell you.” On the 
basis of the preceding, Jesus declared straightforwardly that 
his disciples should not devote their care and energies to these 
two matters: their life necessities and their clothing. In order 
to sustain their psychē, their soul, the need to eat and to drink 
and to clothe their body would also be unnecessary. For to 
whom did they owe their life and their body? Verse 25 says 
they owed these to their heavenly Father, the same one who 
saw to it that the birds of the air received their food with-
out having worked for it. For even less reason would Jesus’s 
disciples need to plow, sow, harvest, and the like. In short, 
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even less did their care and energies need to be devoted to 
maintaining their life, because they were of more value to 
their heavenly Father than those birds (v. 26). Power over 
the length of their lives did not lie in their hands, but in the 
hands of their heavenly Father (v. 27). And how their heav-
enly Father would also be able to care for their clothing could 
be seen from the beauty with which he clothed the flowers of 
the field without those flowers needing to do any work, let 
alone hard work (v. 28). But Jesus assured his disciples that 
the clothing enjoyed by the flowers surpassed even the pro-
verbial glory of King Solomon (v. 29). Now then, would not 
Jesus’s disciples be of more value in the eyes of their heavenly 
Father than such flowers, which had merely grown in gardens 
and fields and from time to time were gathered together with 
various weeds and burned (v. 30)?

Then Jesus drew the conclusion that his disciples should 
not, on account of a shortage of faith and trust in their heav-
enly Father, turn to devoting all their energies to caring for 
and maintaining their lives and obtaining clothing for their 
body (v. 31). They may not do that, for then their heart would 
come to resemble the heart of the Gentiles, who never felt safe 
and therefore always expended all their effort for these things. 
But the disciples could safely and confidently trust in their 
heavenly Father, who knew long ago what they needed for 
their life necessities and clothing (v. 32). They needed all their 
time, however, for something else, namely, for the kingdom 
of their heavenly Father. That is what they had to preach and 
teach people in terms of what their heavenly Father required 
of them. When they discharged that task zealously, then eat-
ing, drinking, and clothing would be given them freely in 
addition (v. 33).

To this there followed yet one more conclusion. The dis-
ciples should not expend all their efforts to provide for the 
needs of the following day. God would take care of that. So 
they were to live day by day. Then they would have sufficient 
challenges to keep them busy (v. 34).
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Jesus taught his disciples that one may not judge harshly, 
but must love one’s neighbor (7:1–12)
“Judge not!”
Of course Jesus is not condemning the work of judges. 

He is opposing a sin, which we see clearly in verse 5, where 
we read the word hypocrites. The Lord warned against the ar-
rogant judging of the Pharisees regarding the conduct of the 
people, even though there was enough lacking in their own 
conduct. They exercised so much influence that the loveless 
condemnation of one’s neighbor was a great national evil in 
Jesus’s day. This explains why he first of all warned his dis-
ciples against this, and through his disciples all those who 
would later hear them preach the Word of God. Why must the 
disciples guard against that calloused condemning of others 
and warn other people against it? Because that sin of mer-
ciless judging would be rewarded on the day of days with 
similar treatment from God (vv. 1–2). (The disciples took this 
warning to heart and passed it along. See, for example, Jas. 
2:13, “For judgment is without mercy to one who has shown 
no mercy. Mercy triumphs over judgment.”)

But why was this warning so necessary? That is what 
verses 3–5 explain.

As a result of our sinful nature, we are inclined to notice 
the errors of others instead of our own. And as a result of the 
influence of the Pharisees, Jesus saw that he was thoroughly 
surrounded by this evil. Therefore he warned against this evil 
in a way that one would not easily forget. He used the meta-
phor of the sliver and the log in the eye: first remove the log 
from your own eye, and then you will be able to see better in 
order to remove the speck from your brother’s eye (vv. 3–5).

But what must be done if a stubborn person refuses to 
listen? In such cases the advice of verse 6 obtains. Then the 
disciples should not continue endlessly warning such a stub-
born person. They should not cast their preaching (i.e., what 
is holy) before the dogs and should not throw pearls (a meta-
phor for faithful admonitions) before swine. God’s Word was 
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much too sacred for that. Moreover, the disciples should take 
careful note of such decidedly stubborn people. In the long 
run, these people could become so angry with them that they 
might attack them and do them bodily harm (v. 6).

But would the disciples be unable to do anything for such 
incorrigible people?

Indeed they could do something. For such difficult cases 
Jesus advised his disciples to turn to their heavenly Father, 
and he promised them that they would not be doing this in 
vain. They must pray to the Father in heaven for help, ask-
ing that they might be able to find a solution, diligently be-
seeching him to open up a pathway. Would he listen to them? 
Would he take their praying seriously? That is what an earthly 
father would do! For example, if his child were hungry and 
asked for bread or a fish (the food people ate in Galilee), such 
a father would not trick his child by giving a stone or a ser-
pent (some fish looked a lot like snakes, such as the eel). Well, 
then, God does what parents like you would do—people, he 
says, who by nature are sinful—and so, what good gifts won’t 
your heavenly Father give you, people who are my disciples, 
if only you ask him for help for the sake of the gospel of the 
kingdom (vv. 7–11)? (In Luke 11:13 we even read that God 
would give them the powers of the Spirit.)

Verse 12 forms a conclusion. One can catch this by not-
ing the ESV’s translation: “So whatever you wish that others 
would do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and 
the Prophets.” With this word so we hear clearly what Jesus’s 
point has been in this portion of Scripture. His followers 
would have to adhere faithfully to the ancient command to 
love one’s neighbor. Jesus emphasized this frequently (for ex-
ample, Matt. 22:39).

So then, one who treats his neighbor as he would be 
treated certainly will not judge his neighbor heartlessly and 
unfairly. In that way he will please his heavenly Father.
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Jesus preached that no one will enter eternal life without 
this love of neighbor (7:13–23)
This Scripture portion tells us what Jesus’s intention was 

in drawing that conclusion (v. 12). He compared loving one’s 
neighbor with going through a narrow gate and walking 
along a narrow path. Not very attractive for traveling as a 
crowd. Therefore, he said, many prefer to walk on a wide path, 
an easy path, and don’t take too seriously the command to 
love one’s neighbor. But Jesus indicates that this wide path 
leads to destruction, because without obedience to the com-
mand to love one’s neighbor there will be no entering into 
eternal life (vv. 13–14).

Why would the Lord Jesus have given this warning?
Surely because even within believers there still remains 

an inclination to do wrong. But this time Jesus definitely had 
in view the dangerous tempters whom he saw surrounding 
his disciples, tempters who at first glance gave the impres-
sion of being faithful to the Law and Prophets. They were 
always busy with that prophetic word. From the outside they 
seemed to be gentle sheep. But on the inside they were wolves 
(v. 15). Therefore one had to be careful not to be led astray 
by those fellows, and first had to look at what kind of people 
they were, at what kind of fruits (words and deeds) they pro-
duced. This is just as we do with trees. From their fruits we 
know what kind of tree they are and whether they are good 
or bad trees. Bad trees are cut down and burned. In the same 
way we must stay far away from such who would lead astray 
and who would guide us not along the way of life but along 
the way of destruction (vv. 15–20).

Jesus went on to indicate how seriously mistaken we can 
be about people by speaking about the day of days. He fore-
told how no one who is always saying “Lord, Lord” but who 
lacks love will enter the heavenly kingdom. For many a per-
son that day will be a huge disappointment. Such a person 
will appeal to the prophecies that he spoke, and to the mira-
cles that he performed in Jesus’s name, but Jesus will tell him 
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the straight truth, namely, that Jesus had always known who 
and what he was, someone who never kept God’s command 
of love and therefore was a worthless disciple (vv. 21–23; cf. 
1 Cor. 13:1–3).

The Conclusion of the Sermon on the Mount 
(7:24–27)

Once again Jesus draws a conclusion. But this time it differs 
from the conclusion of verse 12, where he drew the conclusion 
that involved only one subject, namely, love of one’s neigh-
bor. But here in verse 24 he draws a conclusion involving 
the entire Sermon on the Mount, all the instruction he had 
given. Concerning that instruction he says: “Everyone then 
who hears these words of mine and does them . . .” One eas-
ily senses the connection with what had just preceded, which 
involved talking but not doing. Now Jesus presses the point 
by means of a parable teaching that one who must direct 
his heart and life according to the words he has heard Jesus 
speak. Otherwise one will have no benefit from Jesus’s prom-
ises, commandments, and warnings.

That parable speaks of two men, each of whom built a 
house, but in two very different ways. The first built his house 
directly on the bedrock (from which people occasionally 
quarried huge stones, such as those used for the temple). But 
the second began to build on the loose sand. When winter 
came, with its storms and rain, the first house stood strong 
against the elements, but not the second. It fell down.

Jesus used this parable to warn those who had heard his 
Sermon on the Mount against hearing but not doing. Anyone 
who did not believingly make Jesus’s word—God’s word—the 
foundation of his life would see his entire house topple in the 
time of crisis—certainly in the last crisis, the final judgment.

After Matthew finishes his account of Jesus’s Sermon on 
the Mount, he adds a little bit about the impression that the 
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Sermon on the Mount made on people. People were surprised. 
This teaching of Jesus was entirely different from that of the 
scribes. They sought to give authority to their words by ad-
ducing what the rabbis of an earlier time had said. But Jesus 
did not appeal to people; he spoke as the One sent from his 
Father, as God’s only Son, to whom would be given the judg-
ment of everything and everyone on the last day (vv. 28–29).



Chapter 5

Performing Miracles in Galilee 
(Matt. 8–9)

Early on Matthew prepares his readers for the events re-
corded in these two chapters. When in 4:18–22 he tells 

about Jesus’s calling his first disciples, he then immediately 
supplies in 4:23–24 a brief announcement of Jesus’s preaching 
and miracles in Galilee. He gives a broad presentation first of 
Jesus’s preaching (Matt. 5–7, the Sermon on the Mount) and 
then of his miracles (Matt. 8–9). Those miracles constitute 
the largest part of the content of these two chapters. A few 
other events, however, are also narrated. Matthew speaks, for 
example, about his own calling to be Jesus’s disciple (9:9–13).

Jesus Heals a Leper (8:1–4)

We read that Jesus’s preaching (the Sermon on the Mount) 
had made such a deep impression on the people. But after 
that impressive preaching Jesus was not yet finished with 
the people. He did not retreat from the people like a distin-
guished teacher, standing apart from them. What strikes us 
is that after having come down the mountain he frequently 
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gave people a hand, like Peter’s mother-in-law who was sick, 
and the daughter of Jairus who had died. Indeed, the first 
person whom he touched after coming down the mountain 
was a leper.

In the Greek New Testament, just as in the Septuagint, 
such a person was called a lepros, and his sickness was leprosy, 
in Hebrew tsara‘ath. These illnesses were viewed in Israel as 
very unclean. Those suffering from them could not be around 
other people without warning them of their uncleanness (Lev. 
13–14). But this leper came very close to Jesus, knelt down 
before him, and said to him, “Lord, if you will, you can make 
me clean.” From these words we see that the man knew quite 
a bit about Jesus. Who knows—this man may have heard Je-
sus preach a number of times. In any case, he believed firmly 
in Jesus’s power to cleanse him. The poor fellow used this 
special word for healing his illness, one that the Torah also 
uses: “cleanse.”

Jesus did not distance himself from this unclean man with 
a sense of aversion. On the contrary, he not only stretched 
out his hand to him, but he even touched him and said that 
he was indeed prepared to cleanse him. The Lord said, “Be 
clean”—an imperative. The man was immediately cleansed 
from his leprosy, clearly due to Jesus’s touch and command. 
In this way Jesus showed that he was the Messiah, of whom 
Isaiah 53:4 had promised that he would take our sicknesses 
upon himself.

Jesus gave two other commands to the man who had been 
healed. First, he was supposed to take care, despite his under-
standable happiness, not to go telling people everywhere that 
Jesus had healed him. Here again Jesus was fulfilling a word 
of Isaiah, concerning the humble manner in which the Mes-
siah did his work, without fanfare and acclaim (Isa. 42:1–4). 
Jesus also reminded him to follow the prescription of the Law 
and to have his healing verified by a priest, according to Levit-
icus 13:21, and then to bring the required sacrifices (a bird and 
a sheep) to the temple (Lev. 14). The priest and the sanctuary 
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continued to be entitled to that right. And Jesus respected 
that right.

Jesus Heals the Servant of a Centurion 
from Capernaum (8:5–13)

This event also shows what a special reputation Jesus had ac-
quired in Galilee. By faith he was seen as someone who ex-
ercised superhuman powers. That faith is what the leper had 
shown, who was an Israelite.

In this event, that attitude is displayed by a centurion who 
appears to have been a Gentile, though from Luke 7:1–10 we 
surmise that he had a lot to do with the Jews. He even had a 
synagogue built for them. From Luke’s account we learn that 
he did not make the request personally to Jesus for the heal-
ing of his servant, but through a couple of Jewish elders, and 
when he discerned that Jesus was en route to his home, he let 
his confession be known through a pair of friends that he was 
not worthy of Jesus coming to him but that it would suffice for 
Jesus merely to give a command for his servant to be healed.

These particular details are omitted by Matthew, whose 
accounts are often shorter than those of the other evangelists. 
He does tell us that the centurion enlisted Jesus to heal his 
servant, but he does not mention the sending of the elders 
and friends.

But in one particular detail Matthew does not abbreviate 
his account: Jesus’s amazement at the faith of the centurion, 
a greater faith than he had encountered among members of 
his own people.

Moreover, Matthew added that Jesus spoke a prophecy on 
the occasion of the evident faith of the centurion, a prophecy 
with joyful content on the one hand, but distressing content 
as well. Jesus foretold that more Gentiles would believe and 
would sit down with the patriarchs at the wedding feast of the 
Lamb. But he also foretold that there would be children of the 
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kingdom, members of his own people, who would not share 
in the inheritance of the eternal glory, because they would be 
excluded (the fulfillment of Isa. 65).

The account concludes with a report that Jesus did indeed 
give a command for the centurion’s servant to be healed, ac-
cording to his request. And the command was effective. That 
Jesus whom some had rejected was powerful! Those people 
would be sorry for their unbelief too late. Almost eternally 
too late.

Jesus Heals Peter’s Mother-in-Law and Others 
(8:14–17)

When we compare Matthew’s account with the parallel ac-
counts in Mark (1:21–34) and Luke (4:31–41), we again ob-
serve that Matthew omits various details narrated by Mark 
and Luke. For example, in Matthew we do not read that it 
was a Sabbath day and that the Savior had gone to the syna-
gogue and there had delivered a man from the evil spirit that 
was tormenting him. Nor do we read in Matthew that Jesus 
came out of the synagogue with Peter and Andrew, James and 
John. Matthew tells us immediately that Jesus entered Peter’s 
house and there healed Peter’s mother-in-law from a fever by 
taking her by the hand. He healed her so completely that she 
was able immediately to begin serving her guests (vv. 14–15).

Why that immense multitude of people appeared at Pe-
ter’s door in the evening is understandable thanks to the in-
formation from Mark and Luke that this was a Sabbath day. 
Because various patients could not walk on account of their 
diseases and thus had to be carried, which was not permit-
ted on the Sabbath, people would have waited until evening 
had come, at which point the Sabbath ended. Hence the sec-
ond part of the story, about healing the sick and delivering 
through Jesus’s word of power those who were possessed, fol-
lows in verse 16.
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But what is striking is that material that constitutes the 
third part of Matthew’s narrative (v. 17) is absent from the par-
allel places in Mark and Luke. Matthew directs his readers 
to Isaiah 53. This powerful Jesus, who heals sick people and 
delivers possessed people with a mere word, was the prom-
ised Messiah, of whom it was foretold that along the path of 
deep humiliation including every possible suffering he would 
accomplish a complete atonement for all sins. This powerful 
Jesus is here on the way to the cross and the crown, according 
to Isaiah 53.

Jesus Longs for Faith from His Disciples (8:18–27)

Even though this Scripture passage contains three distinct 
stories, it constitutes a unity. In all three stories, despite their 
differences, we see Jesus as the Messiah clothed with authority 
and power, who demands faith from his disciples.

Jesus and the scribe who wanted to become Jesus’s disciple 
(vv. 18–20)
The Lord had had a busy day. He was tired and wanted to 

sail across to the other side of the lake. A scribe came to him, 
who addressed him politely as “Master” and told him that he 
would follow him everywhere. With this word follow the man 
meant that he wanted to become a disciple of Jesus just like 
the Twelve, and not like many who came from time to time to 
hear Jesus, but just like Peter and John, for example.

How did Jesus respond to this offer?
He absolutely did not respond with a grateful welcome. 

On the contrary, he advised the man first to think carefully 
about his plan. For if that plan were implemented, he would 
not be the disciple of a Teacher who enjoyed all kinds of 
amenities. This busy day had shown something quite differ-
ent, something Jesus further expressed metaphorically by 
identifying his circumstances as being by comparison lower 
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than those of the foxes with their holes and the birds with 
their nests.

Moreover, Jesus provided this scribe with something else 
to ponder. In his answer, he had spoken about himself as “the 
Son of Man.” With this phrase, the scribe, and we with him, 
would surely think of Daniel 7:13–14, though he could choose 
from various meanings of the phrase “the Son of Man.” It 
could simply have meant the same thing as “a person,” or “a 
man,” or “the undersigned,” or “I.” But in the commentary on 
Daniel 7:13–14, we saw that in the New Testament the phrase 
can refer both to the deeply humiliated as well as the highly 
exalted Messiah.

Matthew does not tell us what choice the scribe made. 
Apparently for Matthew, that was not the most important el-
ement in this event to tell his readers. They did need to know, 
though, that this deeply humiliated Jesus could nevertheless 
speak with authority when his work was involved, the procla-
mation of the kingdom of God.

Jesus and the disciple who wanted to bury his father first 
(vv. 21–22)
The person mentioned in this narrative was not yet a disci-

ple of Jesus in the same way as the Twelve. We know that from 
Luke 9:59, where Jesus says to him, “Follow me,” which means 
“Become my disciple.” Until now he had occasionally heard 
and listened to Jesus. Nonetheless this man also received from 
Jesus a response to ponder deeply. He had requested some time 
before following so that he might first bury his father. But Jesus 
said, “Follow me, and leave the dead to bury their own dead” 
(v. 22). We understand these words thanks to Jesus’s command 
that the man become his disciple like Peter and John, and con-
sequently cooperate with the work that had been keeping Jesus 
so busy the entire day—so busy that he was tired and wanted to 
cross the lake, away from this crowd of people.

But what about that deceased father?
Jesus has been devoting himself so intensely to his work in 
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the kingdom of God, repeatedly to the point of exhaustion, 
and wanting his disciples to do the same (leave everything!) 
that he commanded the man to leave the time-consuming la-
bor of a burial to the “dead.” With this word people referred 
to those who were not at all drawn to the unique event of their 
day—that the kingdom of heaven had come near—although 
it had been preached to them by John the Baptist and Jesus. 
They were deaf and blind to that event. Dead. They did not 
understand that the King’s business required haste.

Jesus and his disciples in the storm on the lake (vv. 23–27)
Finally Jesus was able to get some rest. To do that, he got 

in the boat and lay below, sleeping on a pillow (Mark 4:38). 
The disciples followed him on board and rowed across the 
lake. But the boat was caught in a storm. The Sea of Tiberias 
is said to have often encountered sudden wind gusts coming 
down from the surrounding elevations. This time, however, 
the storm was quite severe, for the boat was inundated by 
the waves.

Although the disciples had surely encountered something 
similar before, the severity of the storm, the tempestuousness 
of the sea, and having to bail water from the boat robbed 
them of their usual self-confidence as experienced mariners. 
They felt totally helpless. They had retained one confidence, 
however, one hope, namely, that Jesus would be able to de-
liver them. This explains why they woke him with the cry 
“Lord, help us, we are perishing!”

Jesus did indeed rescue them. He rebuked the wind and 
waves so that the lake suddenly became calm and still. “The 
people” were very amazed. That phrase, “the people,” could 
refer not only to the disciples who were with Jesus in the boat, 
but also to the disciples who were in other boats traveling 
with them, according to Mark 4:36, and also to spectators 
still on shore, afterward. Perhaps Matthew wanted simply to 
speak in general, however. In the face of this accomplishment, 
everyone felt rather ordinary and they were amazed.
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And what did Jesus say about this?
Jesus knew that the disciples knew and honored him as 

the promised Messiah. They had learned that from John the 
Baptist (John 1:29–34). This accounts for their measure of con-
fidence in him: they took refuge in him in a life-threatening 
situation. But still that confidence was not all that complete, 
which explains Jesus’s reproof: “Why are you afraid, O you of 
little faith?” It was not a sharp rebuke, mild enough. We should 
not forget that many of us have been instructed about Jesus 
from our youth and need to be reminded that he was God and 
man, that he could get genuinely tired, followed shortly there-
after by showing that he possessed great authority and power 
over wind and water. But notice how briefly the disciples had 
known Jesus when this event occurred. Perhaps someone might 
ask: Why did Jesus do something like this now, whereas later 
he allowed himself to be insulted, bound, beaten, crucified, 
yes, ultimately put to death, without offering any resistance?

If you reread this entire account once more, you will no-
tice that in all three instances Jesus spoke and acted as needed 
for the work that the Father had commissioned him to do for 
the kingdom of God, and with which he was very busy on 
that particular day, to the point of deep exhaustion. The Lord 
knew he must work “as long as it was day.”

Jesus Chases Evil Spirits Out of the Land of the 
Gadarenes (8:28–34)

Everyone who reads Mark 5:1–20 and Luke 8:26–39 along-
side this passage from Matthew will have to conclude that 
all three have the same event in view. This conclusion may 
appear to be obscured by the fact that here in Matthew two 
possessed men are mentioned while in Mark and Luke only 
one is mentioned. This small difference, however, could 
have arisen afterward quite simply through a copyist’s error, 
through a mistake of the ear or of the eye. For manuscripts 
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were multiplied by being dictated to a number of copyists at 
the same time. Originally verse 28 mentioned only one pos-
sessed man who lived among the tombs and caves. Matthew 
tells us nothing more about the man.

As soon as the evil spirits noticed that Jesus approached 
them unafraid, they cried out from fear, using the mouth of 
a human being for that. They were afraid that this powerful 
Son of God would now cast them into hell, the future place 
of punishment for their master and head, Satan (Rev. 20:10). 
Seeking a postponement of their execution, they asked Je-
sus for permission to go over to a nearby herd of pigs. Jesus 
answered with one word, the same word with which he had 
chased Satan away at the time of his temptation (“Be gone,” 
Matt. 4:10). Here he said, “Go” (v. 32). The evils spirits took 
this as permission to go to the herd of pigs. But now notice 
Jesus’s wisdom. If the demons overpower the pigs, they will 
drive them crazy, causing them to lose mastery over their in-
stinct, permit themselves to roll down the steep hillside into 
the water, and forget the use the skill that pigs have to be 
able to swim rather well in an emergency. They drowned and 
were thereby delivered from their suffering. There is no co-
operation possible between Jesus and Satan and his helpers, 
not even on behalf of animals, let alone on behalf of people. 
Notice that this ending meant a significant loss for the owners 
of the swine. Apparently these folk feared still more disastrous 
consequences from this dignitary’s visit to their pagan coun-
tryside, and so they asked Jesus to leave their region.

Jesus Demonstrates His Right to Forgive Sins 
(9:1–8)

In his description of this event as well, Matthew provides a 
shorter account than Mark (2:1–12) and Luke (5:18–26). Still, 
his purpose is very clear: to demonstrate that Jesus the Mes-
siah is the Son of God and “the Son of Man.”
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When Jesus had returned to Capernaum, to “his own city,” 
people brought to him a man who could not walk because he 
was lame, such that people had to carry him on a mattress, for 
apparently he and his comrades believed that with Jesus they 
could find healing for him.

The first thing Jesus said to the man was a word of encour-
agement, that his sins were forgiven. We do not know whether 
the man’s infirmity had a special connection with a particular 
sin he had committed. Jesus knew everything, however, even 
that this man was discouraged on account of his sins. This 
explains why his first statement involved that subject.

Meanwhile this declaration of Jesus had been heard by a 
pair of scribes who were present in the crowd, and they were 
very critical of Jesus’s statement. They called such talk blasphe-
mous. Forgiving sins was a right belonging exclusively to God!

At that point Jesus spoke several more words to this same 
lame man to demonstrate to them that in reality he had not 
exceeded his authority. He said to him: “Rise, pick up your 
bed and go home.” And that’s what happened.

Beforehand Jesus had also indicated why he told the man 
not only that his sins were forgiven—something anyone can 
simply say—but also that he had to stand up and, with his 
mattress on his back, go home. This seemed to be far more 
difficult, for it had to become visible to all the onlookers. But 
that also happened; that also was successful. Jesus demon-
strated by this that he also possessed the right to forgive sins 
and thus was not committing blasphemy.

Once again (v. 6) he used the title “the Son of Man,” that 
we encountered earlier in Matthew 8:20. In view of the lan-
guage Jesus was speaking, the people who thought no fur-
ther about it could have been intensely surprised that God 
had given such a power to “man.” The phrase son of man 
could simply mean “man,” “people in general.” But the same 
words could also be used to identify the Messiah who would 
fulfill his work on earth as a deeply humiliated “man,” it is 
true, but who would then be exalted at the right hand of the 
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Father—indeed, who would one day return on the clouds of 
heaven (Ps. 110:1; Dan. 7:13; Matt. 26:64).

Jesus Calls Matthew to Be His Disciple (9:9–13)

This event is also described in Mark 2:13–17 and Luke 5:27–
32. Matthew (which was a Greek form of the name Mat-
tai) is called Levi. (Peter also had two names, Simon and 
Cephas.) Matthew certainly came into frequent contact with 
Greek-speaking people. He had a job as a customs official. 
Before arriving in Capernaum one passed a tollbooth. The so-
called Via Maris ran from Egypt via Capernaum to Damascus. 
Because a toll was required by the Roman occupiers, those 
who worked for the Romans were hated by the Jews.

Perhaps we find it strange that Matthew himself tells of 
his calling to be a disciple of Jesus and in that context writes 
about himself as though he were describing someone else. 
But this literary phenomenon arose centuries earlier and in 
fact appears later as well.

When Jesus commanded Matthew, “Follow me,” he once 
again used a term that specifically entailed following Jesus as 
a disciple, just as he did with the calling of the first four disci-
ples, Peter and Andrew, James and John (Matt. 4:18–19, 21). 
Matthew obeyed Jesus’s summons just as willingly as those 
four. “He arose and followed him” (v. 9). To do so, he gave 
up his job with customs.

When subsequently we read of a meal in the home of Mat-
thew, we need not ascribe to that a festive character merely 
because other tax collectors participated in the meal. Eastern 
hospitality granted free access to many guests, in this case not 
only to Matthew’s colleagues, to tax collectors, and to “sin-
ners,” that is, people whose conduct left a lot to be desired, 
but also to Jesus and his (at that point only four?) disciples.

Jesus’s shared meal with his disciples at the home of Mat-
thew became known to several Pharisees. They spoke of the 
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shame involved. They didn’t say this to Jesus himself, but to 
his disciples: “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors 
and sinners?”

Jesus’s response to this accusation was threefold.
First, he answered with a familiar proverb. “Those who 

are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick.” 
The Pharisees were here being given something to reflect on. 
They were adept at condemning the erring but but didn’t lift 
a finger to deliver them!

Second, what Jesus said in verse 6 was a citation from Ho-
sea 6, where God rebukes his people by saying that he is not 
satisfied with mere sacrifice after sacrifice, but wants to have 
the heart of the one making the sacrifice as well.

Third, Jesus pointed the Pharisees to the task for which he 
had actually come to earth. He had not sat down at this meal 
for his own sake, but for that of others. “For I came not to call 
the righteous, but sinners.” The Savior would have used the 
phrase “the righteous” with a partially ironic application and 
with a partially disappointing application to his critics from 
the Pharisees. Oh, if only they would come to see themselves 
as sick and as sinners!

Jesus Answers a Question about Fasting from the 
Disciples of John the Baptist (9:14–17)

Although John the Baptist esteemed the Lord Jesus as the Son 
of God and directed his disciples to him (John 1:29–43), these 
disciples did not obey but formed their own group, not only 
during John’s lifetime but even afterward (Matt. 11:2; Acts 
19:1–7). From this Scripture passage it even appears that they 
agreed with the Pharisees regarding fasting.

It is somewhat understandable that they could not distance 
themselves from the ancient practice of fasting. We discussed 
the origin of that practice in connection with Matthew 6:16.

Whether they put their question to Jesus at the occasion 
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of the meal in the home of Matthew, narrated in verses 9–13, 
we simply do not know. In any case, however, they heard that 
their teacher had called the Lord Jesus a Bridegroom (John 
3:27–32). So they could have understood the first part of Je-
sus’s reply. At a wedding feast nobody fasts, of course. Soon 
the disciples of the Lord would be missing their Teacher. At 
that time they would fast, sorrow, and grieve. With this an-
swer Jesus was referring already to his suffering and death 
(v. 15).

The second part of his reply similarly contains a clear les-
son for them. The two metaphors that the Savior is using both 
had the same implication.

If there is a tear in an old garment, no intelligent person 
would repair it with a patch of material from a new garment 
that had not yet shrunk, or else that piece would shrink in 
the wash and loosen from the original garment, resulting in 
a worse tear.

The second metaphor indicates that nobody would be so 
foolish as to put new wine into used wineskins, or else those 
skins, already stretched, would burst when the new wine be-
gan to ferment.

Both metaphors contain the lesson that John’s disciples 
must understand their time in history. The old dispensation of 
the covenant of grace, along with its shadows that had indeed 
been given by God, would disappear and be replaced by the 
new dispensation. Stated briefly: the old covenant was near-
ing obsolescence (Heb. 8:13).

Jesus First Heals the Woman with the Flow of Blood 
and Then Raises Up the Deceased Daughter of Jairus 
(9:18–26)

Here Matthew narrates a story within a story. Actually this 
technique was not unique to Matthew. The story of the woman 
with the issue of blood is found also in Mark (5:22–43) and in 
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Luke (8:40–56) in the middle of the story about the raising of 
Jairus’s little daughter. That’s one thing.

But in addition, Matthew is doing something other than 
Mark and Luke. Once again he is more brief. He does tell 
us that the little girl’s father was a ruler, but not that he was 
a ruler of the synagogue, nor that his name was Jairus, an 
elegant name, a grecized form of Jair, the name of one of the 
judges (Judg. 10:3, 5). Nor is Matthew as expansive as Mark 
and Luke about the fact that Jairus’s daughter had not yet 
died when he went home and that Jairus received the report 
about this as he was en route. Matthew simply tells us that a 
ruler came to Jesus to ask him to raise his daughter from the 
dead and that Jesus went with him.

Regarding the woman with the issue of blood, you don’t 
find in Matthew the information that she had consulted doc-
tors and spent all her money, but you do read that she came 
from behind Jesus to touch one of the “fringes” (tassels) on 
the garment Jesus was wearing (Num. 15:37–41; Deut. 22:12). 
How physically weak this woman must have been, and how 
she must have experienced the result of the stipulations of 
the Torah as someone isolated, as a leper, even a dead person 
(Lev. 15:25–30). And what great trust that woman had in the 
Lord Jesus. If only she could touch him by means of his gar-
ment, that would bring about her healing, she thought. And 
this was acknowledged by the Savior: “Your faith has made 
you well” (v. 22). That is what Matthew emphasizes: Jesus’s 
power over the symbolic death of this woman (vv. 20–22).

Proceeding on, this narrative interruption about the 
woman is still further surpassed by the concluding story 
about the little girl. For she really was dead, so really dead 
that the Lord Jesus was mocked when he said that she was 
merely sleeping. Perhaps, by speaking in his usual figurative 
manner, he was wanting to prepare the crowd for her miracu-
lous resurrection. It was as though he were saying, “She will 
soon be awake!” The rambunctious crowd that mocked him 
need not be blamed too severely. It included flute players and 
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women mourners, people who often saw corpses. “That little 
girl is really dead!” they would have responded.

Nevertheless the Lord Jesus put those jabbering and mock-
ing people out of the room. He did not want to come to be 
known first of all as a miracle worker. Then, however, he went 
inside, took the little girl by the hand, and . . . the girl woke 
up. This became known throughout all the “land” (Galilee?).

That is what Matthew wanted to explain. That is what he 
wanted to proclaim pointedly and clearly. Jesus conquered 
sickness and storm, together with the symbolic death of lepers 
and those with bloody discharge, but ultimately nothing less 
than real, actual death itself.

A good lesson for the reader.
If you want to tell the story of the raising of Jairus’s 

daughter and that of the woman with the bloody discharge, 
for example, to your children, then you might use the nar-
ratives of Mark and Luke. But if you read Matthew 9:18–26 
and want to understand Matthew’s purpose with this passage, 
then you will notice especially that this forms part of a climax, 
an ascending series of a sequence that begins in Matthew 8:1 
and reaches it high point here. Jesus: more powerful even 
than death!

Jesus Heals Two Blind Men and a Possessed Deaf 
Mute (9:27–34)

We have already frequently needed to observe that Matthew 
is more brief than Mark and Luke, occasionally much more 
brief. But now the opposite occurs. Concerning these two 
stories in Matthew, we find nothing in Mark and Luke, abso-
lutely nothing. How do we explain this?

Matthew was busy with a particular sequence. Beginning 
with 4:23, he has been telling us about Jesus’s appearance, 
his words, and his miracles in Galilee. The concluding part 
of that series, chapters 8 and 9, are here briefly summarized.
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Two blind men healed (vv. 27–31)
These poor fellows had doubtlessly heard talk about Jesus 

earlier—his preaching and his miracles and, naturally, the rais-
ing of the daughter of Jairus as well. After all, that report had 
traveled throughout all the land (Galilee, v. 26). These reports 
gave rise to, and perhaps even fortified, the heartfelt convic-
tion on the part of both of these men that this Jesus of Naz-
areth was the promised Son of David, the Messiah, of whom 
the prophets foretold that he would heal all the blind, the 
lame, the lepers, and the deaf. So they walked behind Jesus, 
with the help of friends, of course, and they cried aloud, “Son 
of David, have pity on us!” At that point Jesus allowed them 
to cry out for some time and even left the road to enter the 
house where he often stayed. But the two blind men also en-
tered that house and surely repeated their appeal. Jesus asked 
them initially whether they believed that he could heal them, 
to which they replied, “Yes, Lord.” “Yes, Commander.” With 
this they were confessing his great miraculous power. Then 
Jesus touched their eyes and said, “May it happen according 
to your faith.” At that point the men could see.

But next Jesus spoke some words that help us understand 
his behavior. He had strongly warned the men who were 
healed not to tell everybody what had happened, for Jesus 
wanted no part of what passed for worldly fame and sensa-
tion, especially not in connection with the title “Messiah.” 
People had to listen to his preaching, to his word, and they 
needed to believe that. His miracles were merely supplemen-
tary and confirmatory. Unfortunately, Matthew must honestly 
admit that the two blind men who were healed were not si-
lent. On the contrary, they proclaimed his praise everywhere. 
It probably was not good for them to do that, but who of us 
would dare to condemn them harshly?

A deaf mute delivered from the devil (vv. 32–33a)
What we have already assumed with the two blind men is 

stated explicitly here. This poor fellow did not come to Jesus 
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by himself, but was brought by others. The first thing Jesus 
did for him was to expel the demon from him. “Drive out” is 
the verb used, actually. And when that happened, the man 
could talk.

A twofold result (vv. 33b–34)
A beneficial consequence of this was that a great number 

of people (“the multitudes”) were surprised and elated, and 
said: “Such a thing has never happened before in Israel!” Very 
simply, they were grateful and happy.

But this time the Pharisees could not agree with the or-
dinary people, of course. They knew better, so they thought. 
They explained what had happened by assuming that it bore a 
certain relationship between Satan, the prince of the demons, 
and the Lord Jesus, such that they were working together. 
Nonsense. In the countryside of the Gadarenes we saw some-
thing different, when Jesus did not grant to demons dominion 
even over pigs.

On His Tour Jesus Saw How God’s People 
Were Faring (9:35–38)

On his travel through Galilee, mentioned first in 4:23 and 
described in chapters 8 and 9, Jesus not only taught a lot to 
others (v. 35) but also learned a lot himself (v. 36).

Although on this journey Jesus performed many miracles, 
his main objective was nonetheless to proclaim to God’s peo-
ple the joyful message of the coming of God’s kingdom, for 
that kingdom had now begun to appear on earth. John the 
Baptist had confessed it and Jesus, the Great King himself, 
had confirmed his testimony. The beginning of that kingdom 
had arrived: the King. But one day the glory of that kingdom 
would be manifested everywhere (see 3:1–12). On his journey 
Jesus had taught others about this (v. 35).

But he himself also learned a lot on his route. He saw how 
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the people of God were faring: pitifully. Where were their 
former leaders—wise elders, wise prophets, godly priests, 
competent kings? There were people who posed as rabbis 
and teachers. But their instruction did not make God’s peo-
ple wise by means of God’s Word. Rather it left them stu-
pid, and from the pinnacle of their own legalistic concoctions 
they looked down on those people they thought were stupid. 
Consequently the people of God closely resembled a bunch 
of sheep who no longer formed a flock with shepherds who 
cared for their safety, order, and food. They were scattered. 
That experience aroused deep pity in Jesus for God’s op-
pressed people (v. 36).

He talked about this with his disciples. When he pointed 
to the sad situation, he used a metaphor. What would happen 
to the harvest standing in the field if the time for harvest came 
but the field’s owner had no workers to bring in the harvest? 
For that reason Jesus urged his disciples to ask God for work-
ers for the harvest; this work was far too much for one Man 
(vv. 37–38).



Chapter 6

Sending Out 
the Twelve Disciples 

(Matt. 10)

Until now Matthew has mentioned the calling of no more 
than five disciples, namely, Peter and Andrew, the first 

pair, then James and John, the second pair (4:16, 21), and fi-
nally of Matthew himself (9:9). Nevertheless in 10:1 he writes 
that Jesus called “his twelve disciples” to himself. From this it 
appears that when Matthew wrote his Gospel, it was generally 
known that Jesus had had twelve disciples. Matthew mentions 
their names in pairs, perhaps because they were sent out in 
pairs by Jesus (Mark 6:7). In this way they would be able to 
support each other as witnesses.

Why only twelve disciples? Surely because in the first 
stage Jesus did not send them out to Gentiles and Samaritans, 
but to “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (10:6; cf. 9:35–
38), for the same reason that the number twelve appeared 
so frequently in connection with the tabernacle. This was in 
remembrance of God’s faithful love toward Jacob’s offspring, 
the twelve tribes of Israel.
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In connection with the names of the twelve disciples, we 
should mention that Peter is mentioned first not because he 
was the first to have come into contact with Jesus—that was 
Andrew and (very likely) John (John 1:41)—but surely be-
cause among the Twelve he had acquired a very important 
place. For example, from Acts 2 we learn how on Pentecost it 
was especially Peter who spoke. It was not for nothing that 
Jesus had given him the accolade “Petros,” which was Greek 
for the Aramaic Kephas, which means “rock” (John 1:42). Bar-
tholomew was the same as Nathanael. The surname of the 
other Simon was “Zealot” (Luke 6:15), the Greek word for 
the Hebrew “Canaanites,” which is to say, a nationalist, a re-
sistance fighter. The name Iscariot meant “man from Kariot,” 
a place in Judea (Josh. 15:25).

The Mandates (vv. 5–15)

When Matthew is about to tell us about these, he begins with 
a very brief reference to “these twelve” (v. 5). That is possible 
because in verse 1 he speaks about the “twelve disciples,” but 
reports there as well how these twelve “disciples” have be-
come twelve “apostles,” or ambassadors, authorized spokes-
men. This happened when Jesus gave his twelve disciples 
power, might, authorization, “authority” to cast out unclean 
spirits and to heal every sickness and disease (v. 1). This ex-
plains why in verse 2 Matthew next refers to the same twelve 
disciples as twelve apostles. This makes us think of Jesus’s 
temptation by Satan. At that point Jesus had rejected Satan’s 
appeal to his authority over all the kingdoms of this world 
(Matt. 4:8). But this bluff of Satan also contained an element 
of truth, for Scripture teaches us that God’s Son came to earth 
to destroy the works of Satan (1 John 3:8). So it was not with-
out reason that during the time of Christ’s sojourn on earth, 
Satan appears to have performed an extra amount of activity 
by means of his demons. The sending out of the Twelve is 
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closely connected with Christ’s battle against Satan, even as 
the sending out of the Seventy(-two) later (Luke 10:19).

But when in verse 5 Matthew begins speaking about the 
mandates that Jesus gave his disciples when he sent them out, 
Matthew tells us that at this time the Savior gave prominence 
to the preaching of the gospel (v. 7), and only then spoke 
about healing the sick, raising the dead, cleansing the lepers, 
and driving out the evil spirits (v. 8a). The word led the way! 
(We find the same order in Mark 3:14–15.)

Jesus prohibited every form of egoism among his apos-
tles. They were not allowed to be paid with money (kept in 
one’s belt), with provisions, or with clothes. God would see 
to it that his servants received what they needed (vv. 8b–10). 
Perhaps in this context it is helpful to recall the phenomenon, 
which was not unusual in that time, of servants from one tem-
ple or another traveling throughout the country, performing 
such profitable deeds for their idol god that they began their 
trek with an empty beggar’s pouch but returned with cara-
vans of gifts.

But Jesus’s disciples would need to conduct themselves 
without any trace of greed. They could simply enjoy the hos-
pitality of someone who accepted the gospel. They were per-
mitted to pronounce the greeting of peace to that person and 
his family upon entering their home. They were not to use 
lodging as an opportunity to charge the host in order to im-
prove their lot. They came as representatives of no one less 
than Jesus, and therefore those who rejected the gospel would 
themselves be rejected by God on the last day (vv. 11–15).

The Warnings and Encouragements (vv. 16–42)

In this Scripture passage as well, Matthew again shows his 
penchant for summarizing, this time by gathering together 
pronouncements of Jesus about the future of the apostles, 
which appear more broadly and extensively in Mark and 
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Luke. Here Matthew tells us of Jesus’s pronouncements about 
things that would overcome the apostles, not during their first 
trip but only later.

Warning about much opposition (vv. 16–23)
In verse 5 we read that Jesus commanded his disciples at 

this point to bring the gospel exclusively to their own people, 
for he had found them to be much like a confused flock of 
sheep. Nevertheless, in their work among their own people 
his disciples would soon encounter such intense opposition 
that they in turn would look like sheep, but then sheep under 
attack by wolves. Jesus warned his disciples with an eye to 
this future more than once, to which, however, he repeatedly 
added an encouragement. Actually he had already begun to 
do so, for the first words of verse 16 (“Behold, I am sending 
you”) emphasized, according to the Greek text, the word I. 
Thus Jesus was not predicting for his disciples a future with-
out cares, rather quite the opposite, but they would then need 
to remember well that they were ambassadors of no one less 
than Jesus, so that whoever came to them was coming to Jesus 
and thereby also to the One who had sent Jesus. This did not 
remove the need, however, for the disciples to treat others 
with understanding. This explains the command to be wise 
as serpents—with eyes always open!—and not to undertake 
foolish endeavors, and at the same time to be peaceable like 
doves (v. 16).

Peace-loving and still on the lookout for “the people”—
with this, Jesus had in view both Israelites and non-Israel-
ites. Among their own people, according to verse 17, would 
be those who would drag the disciples into court (either local 
or the court in Jerusalem, the Sanhedrin) and who would de-
nounce them in the synagogues (Acts 5:40, Gamaliel; 22:19 
and 26:11, Saul). There would also be some among them who 
would accuse them on account of their preaching, and be-
fore governors and kings (Acts 12, Herod; Acts 23, Felix). Not 
a very pleasant prospect! But they could remember that by 
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committing such injustice against them, their enemies would 
themselves be contributing to the gospel becoming more 
famous among those enemies as well, and thus they would 
be without excuse before the judgment seat of God (v. 18). 
When such days dawned, the disciples would need not con-
cern themselves about how to respond to their judges, for no 
one less than the Spirit of their heavenly Father would equip 
them for that (vv. 19–20).

So terrible tribulation awaited them. They would be ac-
cused by their own blood relatives. They would be hated by 
their own people for Jesus’s sake. But Jesus promised them 
that whoever remained faithful to the point of death would 
inherit eternal life (vv. 21–22).

Jesus did not at all prohibit his disciples from fleeing in 
the face of threatening dangers, for example, from one city 
to another. They were not going to wage a war like soldiers 
who fought with saber and sword. Not at all. Such soldiers 
were not permitted to flee. But disciples of Jesus who were 
being opposed because of their faith and their gospel preach-
ing would be permitted to flee. Moreover, Jesus added this 
encouragement for his disciples, predicting that their fearful 
life would not last indefinitely. Although they envisaged the 
entire row of Israel’s cities as the route of their flight, they 
would not need to travel through all of them. As the exalted 
Son of Man (see at 8:20), Jesus would see to it that the suffer-
ing of his persecuted disciples would come to an end (v. 23).

It seems most obvious that with verse 23 we should not 
think of Jesus’s return on the clouds to judge the living and 
the dead. That is proven by the long period that has passed 
since Christ’s first stay upon earth. What he meant was what 
occurred during the conflict waged by the Israelites before 
and during the year AD 70, not only among themselves but 
also against the Romans, which resulted in the destruction 
of Jerusalem. It would have been Jesus himself who with the 
Father made this punishment upon disobedient Israel cer-
tain. Verse 23 speaks of a “coming” (“before the Son of Man 
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comes”). We encounter that term come among the prophets 
as well, when they speak of “the day of Yahweh” or similar 
expressions (year of the Lord, hour of Yahweh). With these 
expressions they were hardly referring to the last day, the last 
judgment, but to a divine judgment preceding that (see Isa. 
2:12; 13:9; 34:8; Zeph. 1:7, 14, and the related commentaries 
in this series).

Warning about fear on account of blasphemy and 
martyrdom (vv. 24–33)
In these verses Jesus predicts the source of the impending 

opposition against his disciples. People will attempt to rob 
them of two things: their good name and their lives. Things 
will go no differently for them than they will for him. Like 
Master, like servant (v. 24).

As far as the former is concerned, we already read in Mat-
thew 9:34 that the Pharisees blasphemed Jesus as being on 
friendly terms with the prince of the evil spirits, and in Mat-
thew 12:24 we will read the same thing, except that there the 
Pharisees give the name Beelzebul to the prince of the evil 
spirits—the name of a Canaanite idol god. So it is no wonder 
that they will discredit the name of Jesus’s faithful followers 
in the same way (v. 25). These disciples, however, should not 
be so horribly shocked by this that they turn silent about the 
gospel of Jesus. On the contrary, they soon will have to preach 
the gospel more widely and more clearly than Jesus himself. 
For at this point Jesus could not fully talk to everybody about 
his work and his future. That would have generated chaos. 
For example, the title of Messiah was all too frequently linked 
in Israel with very carnal, nationalistic, anti-Roman ideas. 
For that reason Jesus did not discuss some things outside the 
trusted circle of his disciples. So these things were discussed 
in secret, as it were, in the dark. But soon that would change 
and his disciples would be permitted and obligated to speak 
the full truth about him, audibly, everywhere. The Lord Je-
sus said literally, “on the housetops.” Here we should have in 
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mind the flat roof of a Near Eastern house, where one could 
enjoy a conversation with his neighbor as they sat together 
on his rooftop. Others would naturally be listening in as well 
(vv. 26–27).

As far as the second is concerned (i.e., that people would 
oppose their lives on account of their faith and their preach-
ing of the gospel), this also should not bring the disciples to 
silence their message. Certainly, people will do them great 
evil. People will martyr them, cut off their limbs, finally even 
kill them on a cross (cf. 16:24). But their enemies will be able 
to go no further. Everything that happens to a person, a soul, 
thereafter—raised up at Jesus’s return and then either gath-
ered to Christ together with all believers in order to dwell 
with him on the new earth, or punished with unending pain 
and agony in Gehenna, hell, the lake of fire (Rev. 20:14–15)—
God himself will deal with that (v. 28).

This God, their heavenly Father, does not fail to notice 
even a little sparrow that falls to the ground, even though in 
human eyes the value of such a little creature is minuscule. 
So too the number of hairs on the heads of the disciples does 
not escape his notice. Thus, the future circumstances of these 
disciples surely will not escape his notice (vv. 29–31).

Consequently the disciples must hold faithfully to Jesus’s 
mandate. Then he will take up their cause with his Father. 
But if they are unfaithful, he will do the opposite: he will not 
acknowledge them as his disciples (vv. 32–33).

Warning about fear on account of necessary disruption of 
very beloved and respectable relationships (vv. 34–42)
Many times our Savior used a speaking style that deeply 

surprises us. Here in verse 34, for example, we read what at 
first glance appears to contradict what we read in Luke 2, 
namely, that in the night when Jesus was born, angels were 
singing about peace on earth. But here our Savior himself 
says that he did not come to bring peace on earth, but the 
sword. Now it’s clear that the work our Savior came to do 
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brings about peace for us who are sinners, that is, peace with 
God through the blood of the cross. But this gospel of Christ 
and his apostles, which gave God the glory and brought 
peace on earth, has encountered such great resistance among 
people, starting even with Jesus’s own people, that those who 
came with the message and those who believed it were often 
repaid with death. This came about through the preaching of 
the gospel, which led to the murder and execution of many. 
Well then, Jesus described this entire terror with one phrase: 
the sword (vv. 34–35).

Jesus foretold another result of the arrival of his gospel as 
well. Through the gospel, separation would arise within var-
ious families, despite the value that Near Eastern people at-
tached to family bonds. Nevertheless they would be disrupted, 
because people esteemed their value higher than that of the 
gospel. Jesus warned his disciples honestly and forthrightly 
that esteeming family bonds as higher than the gospel would 
be severely punished as great evil, with the denial of eternal 
life, whereas those who follow Jesus by bearing the cross of 
persecution will receive eternal life at his return (vv. 34–39).

That statement was already a glorious encouragement, but 
Jesus supplemented it with the following encouragement. He 
emphatically reminded his disciples once more about the One 
by whom they were being sent. He reminded them that they 
were representatives of Jesus, so that everyone who received 
them and their preaching in their home received him and 
thereby received also the Father who had sent Jesus (v. 40). 
So then, with those who received the disciples in this man-
ner, heartily and believingly, things would go according to 
the ancient rule: whoever receives a prophet in his home and 
listens to his preaching and does it, will be rewarded by God 
on the last day as though he himself had been a prophet, and 
whoever receives a righteous person, because he is a believing 
follower of Jesus in doctrine and life, that person will receive 
the same reward as such righteous people receive (v. 41). Je-
sus foretold that things would go according to the fixed rule 
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in this case as well. Giving a rather small benefit, like a cup 
of water, to one of the disciples, someone who was relatively 
insignificant in the eyes of most people, will be rewarded very 
highly by Jesus. The Savior greatly appreciated his disciples 
feeling powerfully encouraged by these divine rules of justice, 
and therefore he added to his promise this definite guarantee: 
“Truly [amēn] I say to you” (v. 42).

6. Sending Out the Twelve Disciples





Chapter 7

Encountering Unbelief and 
Faith in Israel 
(Matt. 11–13)

Although the disciples were sent out, and, according to 
Mark 6:12 and Luke 9:6, had indeed departed to preach 

and to heal, Matthew makes no mention of this, surely be-
cause Jesus and his disciples were frequently together when 
Jesus pursued his ordinary labor (11:1). In chapters 11, 12, and 
13 we read that he was found doing just that.

Jesus Receives and Answers a Question 
from John the Baptist (11:2–6)

So far Matthew has reported only a little information about 
the imprisonment of John the Baptist (4:12), and later he 
will report more widely about it (14:3), but here he appar-
ently assumes that everyone at the time of the writing of his 
Gospel has heard about it. Surely before his imprisonment 
John himself had often heard reports about Jesus’s preaching 
and miracles, but Matthew reports here that while in prison 
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John inquired about how Jesus was proceeding steadfastly 
with that work. At that point John must have recalled his own 
words about Jesus, namely, that he would come with a win-
nowing fork in hand (Matt. 3:12), that is, to judge, and John 
missed the fulfillment of that in what he had heard reported 
about Jesus. This induced John to send a pair of disciples, 
who apparently were permitted to visit him in prison, to ask 
Jesus: “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for 
another?” (vv. 2–3).

In this sentence the word you is emphasized in the Greek. 
Literally it asks whether Jesus was “the coming one,” a word 
that appears as a present participle in Psalm 118:26 (Hebrew; 
LXX 117:26) and refers there to the promised Messiah. So 
John had his disciples ask whether Jesus was the Messiah or 
whether he with all Israel (“we”) had to wait for someone else 
who would appear as Messiah after Jesus.

Jesus responded to John’s messengers that they needed 
to tell their sender what they had discovered here and there 
about Jesus’s work, and what they had seen with their own 
eyes by coming to Jesus, namely, the miracles that had oc-
curred for blind, lame, lepers, deaf, and even the dead.

Jesus’s final words were: “and the poor receive the gos-
pel.” With this answer the Savior was certainly referring to the 
prophecies of Isaiah, especially Isaiah 61. That is a wonderful 
chapter where the future Messiah already begins to tell us that 
Yahweh has anointed him “to bring good news to the poor.” 
The Hebrew there uses the familiar word ‘anawim, and the 
Septuagint uses the same Greek word for “poor” that is used 
here in Matthew 11:5 (and also in the first Beatitude, Matt. 
5:3). Obviously, with this answer Jesus was summoning John 
the Baptist to answer the question of whether he was the Mes-
siah with the help of Holy Scripture. In Scripture he could 
find the program for the work of the Messiah. Scripture was 
his credential, his proof of legitimacy (vv. 4–5).

In our opinion this answer was intended for John the 
Baptist personally. Throughout the centuries many Scripture 
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interpreters have disagreed with this view. They didn’t want 
to ascribe doubt to John the Baptist. No, they say, he suppos-
edly addressed this question to Jesus by means of a pair of 
disciples for the sake of those disciples themselves, because 
he had observed doubt among them. We are not interested 
in contesting this latter view (i.e., that some disciples of 
John doubted Jesus’s messiahship), but the fact seems rather 
straightforward to us that John the Baptist himself fell prey 
to temporary and understandable doubt on account of his 
solitude. The response seems to us to have been intended for 
John personally, especially if we notice the attention that Je-
sus devotes a moment later especially to John (vv. 7–15).

One must view a bit differently the brief declaration of 
Jesus that followed his personal response to John. That decla-
ration clearly bore a general character and thus was intended 
for both John the Baptist and all of his contemporaries. It 
went like this: “and blessed is the one who is not offended by 
me” (v. 6).

The serious intention of this declaration of the Lord ap-
pears from the word blessed with which he begins, similar to 
the familiar Beatitudes of Matthew 5:3–11, where Jesus speaks 
not simply about earthly happiness but about the kingdom 
of heaven, about future glory. We should think of this when-
ever we read that our Savior declares “blessedness,” even as 
we must think of the opposite when we read that he calls 
out, “Woe, woe!” One thinks in that connection of the fi-
nal judgment.

The Greek word for the phrase “be offended” is a verb 
derived from the noun skandalon. It is believed that this noun 
referred to a contraption made of wood that people used to 
snare an animal and trap it. In the course of time, however, the 
word acquired the meaning of “trap, snare, net, ambush.” The 
verb derived from this came to mean “to attempt to ensnare 
someone, to make someone stumble, to make them aposta-
tize.” Later, in Matthew 16:23, the word skandalon appears in 
the reply that Jesus gave to Peter when the latter said to him 
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that he would not need to suffer and die. If Jesus had listened 
to Peter at that point, he would have become unfaithful to 
his messianic commission. He would have apostatized. This 
is a clear Scripture reference for understanding Matthew 11:6. 
Later the same word appears that today often is translated as 
“taking offense,” appearing in Matthew 13:57 (the residents 
of Nazareth took offense at such a carpenter) and in Matthew 
26:33 (in the night he was arrested Jesus foretold to his dis-
ciples that they would all take offense at him, and Peter said 
that he would not do so, at which the Lord foretold that Peter 
would deny him three times).

Whoever refuses to acknowledge Jesus as the Christ, the 
true Messiah, will not enter the kingdom of heaven, into eter-
nal glory, as Jesus teaches us in this brief declaration with 
which he concludes his answer to John the Baptist.

Jesus Maintained the Unique Place 
of John the Baptist in the History of Redemption 
(11:7–15)

Persons must be distinguished from issues. Occasionally it be-
comes necessary to alert someone to this. This is the meaning 
of our Savior’s words that he spoke about John the Baptist 
after the latter’s disciples had left.

John had landed in prison, so the people could no longer 
hear him in the wilderness. That did not enhance his esteem 
among the people. They would have considered him less im-
pressive than he formerly appeared to be, and in this way 
people would be inclined to throw overboard both the person 
and the preaching, the message of God for Israel that John 
had brought.

The Lord Jesus warned the people about this: people must 
not allow themselves to be tempted to ignore the significance 
of John the Baptist for Israel. Jesus reminded the people of 
their own earlier amazement about John. At that point people 
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had certainly not viewed John as a kind of weather vane or 
as a profiteer who loved nothing but fine clothes and living 
like royalty. At that time people had seen how soberly John 
was clothed and lived, just like the poor wilderness dwellers. 
At that time people had believed that he was a prophet sent 
by God. And at that time such views were correct. Well then, 
Jesus wanted to lead the people back to that high esteem for 
John the Baptist as a prophet of God (vv. 7–8).

The Lord indicated that such a return was necessary, see-
ing the important place God had given to John. John was not 
the kind of prophet so many before him had been. John had 
surpassed all his predecessors in such a way that the proph-
ecy of Malachi 3:1 was being fulfilled by his appearance. He 
had been sent as the one going immediately ahead of the 
Messiah, as his advance man, as the preparer of his way, one 
who could do what no other prophet had ever been able to 
do. He could point with his finger to the Messiah (John 1:36; 
vv. 9–11a). This made him more than a prophet. This is to be 
considered, on the one hand, regarding the office and task 
of John.

On the other hand, Jesus had pointed out to the people 
that as a man, as a person, John was lower than the simplest 
believer who had accepted Jesus as the promised Messiah and 
the One in whom the kingdom of heaven had come, some-
thing about which John the Baptist at the moment was show-
ing some doubt through his question (v. 11). John’s preaching 
had led many to faith in Jesus as the Messiah (John 1:35–42). 
Many had been added who had shown this same powerful 
faith. That day, the kingdom of God was breaking open a 
pathway (v. 12).

Finally, Jesus mentioned once more the reason why he had 
to defend John’s preaching, namely, because with John the 
Baptist the series of prophets concerning whom the Law and 
the Prophets had made reference was now ended, and because 
through John’s preaching the promise of Malachi 4:5 was also 
fulfilled; John was the Elijah who was promised there. Jesus 
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emphasized that people needed to accept this explanation 
from him (vv. 13–14).

Reviewing everything once more, Jesus aroused his listen-
ers to pay attention to what was happening, to distinguish 
well. By asking whether Jesus was the Messiah, John had 
shown that he was but a mere man with sins and defects. But 
this affected the person of John and did not absolve anyone 
from the duty of listening well to what was said by Jesus with 
the help of Scripture regarding the task, the commission, the 
place of John the Baptist. People had to listen very carefully 
to that so that they might be able to perceive the present state 
of affairs with the ability of discernment.

Jesus Complains about the Stubbornness 
of His Fellow Israelites (11:16–19)

When Jesus issued his summons to take seriously what he 
had declared from Scripture in evaluating the work of John 
the Baptist, many among those who heard him unfortunately 
refused to follow through. They refused to listen to John and 
even less to Jesus.

The Lord compared that stubborn attitude of his con-
temporaries (“this generation,” v. 16) with what he had seen 
happen among children who were playing. Here were some 
who wanted to act out a wedding, and over there were oth-
ers who wanted to act out a funeral, but in the end neither 
happened. And Jesus was now seeing the same thing among 
adults. The appearance of John the Baptist was rejected: What 
an impoverished lifestyle! Surely that man is possessed! But 
they also disapproved of the conduct of Jesus (the Son of 
Man, see 8:20), even though Jesus acted normally among the 
people, participated at their meals, occasionally in the home 
of a tax collector. So Jesus was made out to be a glutton and a 
drunkard. In this way, because of a condemnation of the per-
sonal traits of both John the Baptist and Jesus, people came 
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to reject all of their conduct and ultimately came to reject the 
gospel of the kingdom.

Could it be that the blame for this course of events was to 
be laid at God’s feet, the One who had sent John the Baptist 
and Jesus? Of course not. That became evident from the good 
fruits that God’s wisdom had produced through the work of 
both men, fruits still being produced in the faith and life of 
those who did enter the kingdom of God.

Just one comment here: In the close parallel account of 
Luke 7:35 we read that wisdom (God’s wisdom) is justified 
(is vindicated) by all her children. Like the Hebrew phrase 
“son of [someone],” the implied phrase “children of wisdom” 
(that is, of the wise) refers to those who had indeed listened 
to and acted according to the preaching of John the Baptist 
and Jesus.

Jesus Accuses Three Cities on the Coast 
of the Sea of Galilee in Particular for Their 
Impenitence (11:20–24)

Among Jesus’s contemporaries, the residents of three cities 
were more privileged than all others, because in those cities 
Jesus performed the most miracles. They were Capernaum, on 
the northwest coast; Chorazin, an hour north of Capernaum; 
and Bethsaida, lying east of the mouth of the Jordan River 
leading into the Sea of Galilee.

First, Jesus punished the latter two cities. Chorazin and 
Bethsaida would have to render a more serious accounting on 
the day of judgment than Tyre and Sidon. Those two pagan 
cities, which lay in the north, near the Mediterranean Sea, had 
already been condemned in Isaiah 23 and Ezekiel 26–28. But 
Jesus said that if those cities had received the privileges that 
Chorazin and Bethsaida had, they would have escaped this 
judgment, because they would have repented with heartfelt 
sorrow (vv. 20–22).
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Capernaum was a city even more privileged than the two 
cities already mentioned, because the Lord himself had lived 
there, such that in Matthew 9:1 it was called “his own city.”  
Jesus foretold a heavier judgment for this Capernaum than 
had befallen the proverbially wicked Sodom at one time. The 
infamous Sodom would still be here today if it had enjoyed 
the privileges that Capernaum enjoyed.

Indeed, our Savior, God’s Son, lived there and so it is re-
markable that he asked the accusing question “Will you be 
exalted to heaven?” followed with the prediction “You will 
be brought down to Hades.” With these words the Lord was 
alluding to the judgment upon Babylon spoken in Isaiah 
14:13–15 (vv. 23–24).

Jesus Thanks His Father for the Faith 
of the Simple Ones (11:25–30)

Occasionally the Greek word that we customarily render as 
“answer” appears apart from any mention of a prior question 
(see, for example, Matt. 22:1; John 5:17). Such a phenome-
non occurs here in verse 25. The intention was to narrate how 
Jesus reacted to the course of events and the situation just 
described. So then, with the following words Jesus was react-
ing to the appearance of unbelief and stubbornness among 
many leaders.

Words to his Father (vv. 25–26)
Jesus’s first reaction was a prayer in which he honored 

his Father as Lord of heaven and earth, in other words, as 
God, the One who knows everything and can do everything. 
After this praise he thanked his Father that he had “hidden 
these things from the wise and understanding and revealed 
them to little children” (v. 25). Here, “children” is figurative 
for the faithful disciples of Jesus (cf. Matt. 10:42). In this ex-
pression of thanks Jesus had in view the announcement of 
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the kingdom of heaven by John the Baptist and the coming 
of that kingdom in himself as the promised Messiah with 
his gospel and miracles. But unfortunately these were be-
ing despised by many, especially by the Jewish leaders, who 
imagined that like “the wise and understanding” they knew 
everything about God’s Word and commandments, but the 
multitude did not, which explains why they cursed the masses 
(John 7:49). In reality, however, it was God who had arranged 
it so that those arrogant leaders were too blind to recognize 
in the events of their day the fulfillment of the ancient proph-
ecies about the Messiah and his forerunner, whereas among 
those simple people, despised as childish simpletons, were 
various people who received open eyes to believe in Jesus as 
the promised Messiah. Once more Jesus declared emphati-
cally that this had happened because it was pleasing in the 
eyes of his Father.

Words about his Father (v. 27)
Jesus continued expressing himself further, undoubtedly 

to his disciples, about the relationship between him and his 
Father, so that they would know how Jesus had acquired 
knowledge concerning the unbelief of the sophisticated peo-
ple and the faith of the simple ones. The Father could have 
given him that knowledge, because the Father knew him and 
naturally loved him and trusted him like none other, and he 
was the Father’s own and only Son. This explains why the 
Father could entrust him with the knowledge of everything 
involving the salvation of sinners. The converse was also true: 
no one knew the Father as Jesus knew him, and he possessed 
the authority to communicate his knowledge to those in 
whom he had observed the Father taking pleasure. He had 
just praised and thanked his Father for that (vv. 25–26).

Words to the tired and burdened (vv. 28–30)
Finally, Jesus made a declaration, drawing a clear di-

vision between the unbelieving leaders and the believing 
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unsophisticated people. The latter he had specifically called 
to himself, because he sympathized so deeply with them on 
account of their severe, difficult life, oppressed as they were by 
the official teachers of the law with their legion of self-invented 
legal regulations; as unsophisticated people, they didn’t know 
the first thing about why they were being scolded in regard to 
these regulations (John 7:49). The Lord Jesus lifted that yoke 
from their shoulders and gave them rest. And with a delight-
ful wordplay Jesus invited those beleaguered victims of the 
Pharisaic self-willed legalistic religion to take his yoke upon 
themselves. What kind of yoke was this yoke of Jesus?

That yoke was not a heavy yoke. It was not a yoke that 
made your shoulders hurt. He had already described that yoke 
in his so-called Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5–7), where he 
had put before his listeners that they must love one another, 
even their enemies. And now he says: “Learn from me what 
my yoke consists of. It consists of following me. That you 
become like me, namely, ‘gentle and lowly in heart.’ If you 
become like this and live like this, you will find rest ‘for your 
souls.’ ” At least that’s how those concluding Greek words 
are often translated, which can result in people thinking that 
serving God in the way Jesus prescribed will provide rest for 
only a part of a person. Therefore it would be better to trans-
late these words as “and you will find rest for yourselves.” The 
words often translated as “for your souls” served in Greek as 
the equivalent of a reciprocal pronoun, a Semitic way of say-
ing “for yourselves.”

Jesus Encounters Increasing Opposition 
from the Pharisees (ch. 12)

This is not the first time we read about Jesus’s criticism of 
the stubborn self-willed religion of the Pharisees. Earlier he 
had called them hypocrites. But this chapter is chock full of 
material about the conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees. 
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That conflict was intense. The Pharisees wanted to get Jesus 
out of the way.

Jesus disagrees with the Pharisaic condemnation of his 
disciples’ plucking grain on the Sabbath (vv. 1–8)
It happened on a Sabbath in the springtime. Passover 

was just around the corner. The grain in the field was almost 
ripe. As children we used to have so much fun picking a few 
kernels of grain, opening them, blowing away the chaff, and 
eating the grain. The disciples weren’t children anymore, but 
because they were in Jesus’s service and were missing their 
ordinary income by means of manual labor and such, they 
occasionally needed provisions. Now was just such an occa-
sion. So they made use of the right to walk through the fields 
and eat the grain as they went (Deut. 23:25). But when certain 
Pharisees saw that, they strongly objected to this behavior, for 
according to them, what the disciples were doing constituted 
harvesting, and harvesting on the Sabbath was prohibited. 
Indeed, that’s what Exodus 34:21 says. So they approached 
Jesus—this time they did not address the disciples (cf. Matt. 
9:11), but Jesus—with a complaint, an accusation, alleging 
desecration of the Sabbath.

Notice how dignified our Savior’s response to that (dan-
gerous!) accusation was—dangerous, for desecration of the 
Sabbath was punishable by death (Num. 15:32–36). He did 
not respond to this childish bickering about a specific com-
mand of the law by bickering in return. No, his response 
was dignified.

First, he reminded his accusers of the story of David, who 
with his men had eaten some of the showbread, even though 
that right belonged exclusively to the priests. Nevertheless, 
that showbread was given to David and his men by the high 
priest Ahimelech, for David was serving his king (1 Sam. 21:1–
9). In Jesus’s time everyone knew that David himself was the 
anointed of Yahweh, one of the forerunners and ancestors of 
the Messiah. The lesson from this episode was that service 
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of God can occasionally require that a divine institution be 
set aside.

Jesus makes this lesson even more clear and thus more ac-
ceptable for his accusers by reminding them of the work done 
by the priests on the Sabbath. On that day they are required 
to bring so many more sacrifices than on other days, double 
the work. But they do not sin, for this involves serving God in 
the temple. And Jesus said that he was even greater than the 
temple. We know that the ministry of shadows was fulfilled by 
the priestly work of God’s Son himself, so wouldn’t the disci-
ples who were now serving Jesus be allowed to pluck grain on 
Sabbath? It was truly necessary. They were hungry.

In the third part of his answer, Jesus reminded his ac-
cusers, just as in 9:13, of Hosea 6:6. God desires not painful 
compliance with command upon command and rule upon 
rule, not rendering of sacrifice after sacrifice, but a warm heart 
filled with love toward him and one’s neighbor. With hearty 
delight these people should have allowed Jesus’s famished 
disciples to pluck that grain. These were men without fixed 
incomes, working for him.

And in the fourth part of his answer, Jesus appealed to his 
own exalted position. He too was someone sent; he too was 
serving someone. But at the same time, he was far more. He 
was the son of man mentioned in Daniel 7 (see at Matt. 8:20).

He was true man and, as such, was subject to God’s com-
mand, but he was at the same time true God and, as such, was 
above all God’s commands and ordinances.

From what follows we will see that the Pharisees wanted 
to know and understand nothing of this pure messianic talk.

Jesus heals a man with a withered hand on the Sabbath 
(vv. 9–14)
This event did not occur under the open sky, in a grain 

field, but “in their synagogue,” apparently in the synagogue 
in Capernaum, as we learn from Mark 3:1–6 and Luke 6:6–11. 
There we meet a man with a withered hand, a familiar result of 
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muscle deterioration. The Greek word for “withered” was used 
also to describe severely dried-out land, trees, and plants. The 
Pharisees were hoping that Jesus would heal that hand on 
the Sabbath. Then they could accuse him of transgressing the 
Sabbath commandment, at least according to their interpre-
tation—on account of his repeated transgression, thus, for sin 
that was intentional. Eager for Jesus’s demise, they put to him 
the question of whether it was permissible to heal on Sabbath.

Mark and Luke narrate Jesus’s reaction to that question 
more extensively than Matthew does. Matthew makes do with 
the following three elements.

First, he informs us that Jesus appealed to an established 
right acknowledged by every informed person: on the Sab-
bath, someone who saw his sheep fall into a pit from which 
the animal could not escape was permitted to pull it out. Now 
then, if one was permitted to help a sheep this way on the 
Sabbath, surely one was permitted to help another person on 
the Sabbath.

Next, Jesus told the man with the withered hand—accord-
ing to Luke the physician, it was his right hand—to stretch out 
his hand. So there was nothing here of striking or touching 
his hand, nor of any previously stipulated reward. The man 
simply had to obey and believingly perform what Jesus said. 
According to Mark and Luke he first had to come and stand 
in the midst of those present. So there was nothing here of 
suspicious means used for healing him. The man did indeed 
stretch out his hand. He could use it once again, just as well 
as the other hand.

Did the Pharisees permit themselves to be convinced of 
Jesus’s special significance? No, nor of his messiahship. They 
left and proceeded to take counsel together as to how they 
could destroy Jesus. According to Mark, they did this together 
with the Herodians, that is, with Jews whose goal was to have 
Israel governed again by descendants of Herod’s royal family. 
The Pharisees did not agree with that goal, but when it came 
to opposing Jesus, they welcomed assistance from anybody.
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Jesus retreats from the murderous intentions of the 
Pharisees and continues his work elsewhere (vv. 15–21)
When the disciples plucked grain on the Sabbath and the 

Pharisees blamed their teacher, the Lord Jesus did not start 
a quarrel. Nor did he do so when on the following Sabbath 
he healed the man with the withered hand. On both days he 
responded with dignity. But when Jesus discerned that they 
wanted to get him out of the way, he acted in a way that cor-
responded with the advice he had once given his disciples, 
namely, that when they were persecuted in one city, they were 
to flee to another (10:23). At that point Jesus, the one who 
had calmed the storm on the sea, had cast out demons, and 
had healed numerous sick people, retreated in the face of the 
Pharisees’ murderous plans, displaying unsurpassed humility 
(v. 15a).

In fact, our Savior showed the same humility when at his 
departure from that place (probably Capernaum) many peo-
ple followed him, and he granted healing to all who came to 
him to be healed. At that point Jesus charged those healed 
not to set up a movement around him in order to make him 
famous (vv. 15b–16).

Matthew points his readers to the fact that Jesus acted in 
such a manner that he followed entirely the work program of 
the future Messiah that God had foretold through the prophet 
Isaiah. The passage from the book of Isaiah that Matthew cites 
in verses 18–21 is Isaiah 42:1–4. But he cites freely, neither ex-
actly according to the Hebrew text nor exactly according to 
the Greek text of the Septuagint. This leads to the assump-
tion that Matthew was quoting from memory. Wouldn’t that 
passage in Isaiah 42 have been thoroughly familiar to Jews 
and Christians when Matthew wrote his Gospel? Compare 
this, for example, with our great familiarity today with that 
other chapter of Isaiah, namely, Isaiah 53, about Jesus’s suf-
fering, death, and resurrection to eternal life. In any case, by 
means of this citation of Matthew for the readers of his book, 
the Holy Spirit wanted to show that this humbly retreating 
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Jesus who simply went elsewhere to continue his work was 
the promised Messiah, who would come for the salvation of 
God’s covenant people Israel and also of all other nations—
the Savior of the world.

When we read verse 18, we must remember the words 
with which God foretold the Messiah in Isaiah 42:1: “Be-
hold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my 
soul delights.”

In Matthew’s day this prophecy was already being fulfilled 
by what God had declared at Jesus’s baptism in the Jordan 
(Matt. 3:17). At that time God had also sent his Spirit to de-
scend on Jesus. But the promise given in Isaiah 42:1 that this 
Messiah would make known God’s justice to the Gentiles, 
that is, to other nations, had not yet been fulfilled. Jesus did 
have Israel hear what is good and right in God’s eyes (Hebrew 
mishpat; Greek krisis)—one need think only of the so-called 
Sermon on the Mount; but he proclaimed the gospel to the 
Gentiles for the first time after his ascension by means of the 
apostles (v. 18).

When we read verse 19, we recall Isaiah 42:2, regarding 
the Messiah’s method of working. Even though our Savior 
preached under the open sky often enough, his activity was 
never strident or ostentatious (v. 19).

Verses 20–21 remind us of Isaiah 42:3–4. The first of these 
verses was cited by Matthew almost word for word, that is, 
Isaiah 42:3a: “A bruised reed he will not break, and a faintly 
burning wick he will not quench.” The meaning of this is clear 
from Jesus’s comforting words to his fellow Israelites who were 
mourning the apostasy of their day, and yearned for righteous-
ness once again to be performed (Matt. 5:6). Think as well 
of Jesus’s attitude toward Nathanael (John 1:46–51), toward 
Simon Peter (John 21:15–19), toward the immoral woman who 
kissed his feet and anointed them with oil (Luke 7:36–50), and 
not least, toward the criminal converted on the cross.

But with regard to Isaiah 42:3b, we believe it can best be 
translated this way: “Indeed, he will cause justice to go forth.” 
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And we would translate Isaiah 42:4 this way: “On account of 
severe exhaustion he will not give up. First he will provide 
justice a place on earth. The islands will await his teaching.” 
In our modest opinion, with these words Isaiah was foretell-
ing that the messianic task of God’s servant would demand 
the ultimate exercise of his powers. But he would be faithful 
unto death and thereby restore justice on earth. Evidently this 
was related to Golgotha. In verse 20b Matthew used the word 
judgment (ASV) instead of the word justice (ESV), but that 
makes no difference (cf. v. 18).

In view of our translation of Isaiah 42:4c, we think that 
Matthew 12:21, correctly interpreted, points to the proclama-
tion of the gospel of the cross of Jesus Christ not only to 
Israelites on the islands (the remote islands of the Greeks and 
Romans that dotted the Mediterranean Sea, and the islands 
of Crete, Cyprus, etc., that lay closer to the coast) but also 
to the Gentiles living there, in other words, to the gateway to 
the continent of Europe. In connection with the word name 
that Matthew uses in verse 21, we would observe that in the 
books of the Old Testament this word appears frequently with 
the meaning not simply of “acquaintance” or “fame” but also 
“power.” It is possible that Matthew means that the prophecy 
was referring to the gospel of Christ as the power of God unto 
salvation (vv. 20–21). We conclude by inviting our readers 
who desire more extensive information to consult what we 
have written in our commentary on Isaiah 42:1–4.

Jesus warns the Pharisees of the consequences of 
their blasphemous talk that dishonors the Holy Spirit 
(vv. 22–37)
Nevertheless our Savior did not simply continue to retreat 

from the Pharisees. After all, they were not satisfied with sinful 
behavior toward him, but were moving speedily en route to 
a still greater evil, namely, to blasphemy, speaking evil about 
the Holy Spirit against their better knowledge. This explains 
the following correction, scolding, and warning.
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The occasion for this was Jesus’s healing of a man who was 
possessed, blind, and mute. Thanks to that healing, the man 
could once again speak and see. Everyone was impressed by 
that. The people were wondering whether Jesus was the Son 
of David—the promised Messiah. When the Pharisees saw this 
enthusiasm, they wanted nothing of it. They had a totally op-
posite explanation for those miracles of Jesus, including the 
exorcism of an evil spirit from this blind and mute man. They 
could hardly deny the healing of this man, but they ascribed 
the performance of Jesus’s miracle to a certain contact be-
tween him and Beelzebul, the prince of demons. We encoun-
tered that accusation earlier, in Matthew 9:34 and 10:25. The 
Pharisees could not tolerate  Jesus’s name being honored, so 
they concocted a terrible lie. They blasphemed by claiming 
that Jesus and Satan had cooperated (vv. 22–24).

Even though this happened behind Jesus’s back, he 
learned of it, for he knew the thoughts of the people (John 
2:25). At that point he attempted to bring the Pharisees to 
their senses with the following arguments. First, he pointed 
out to them that it was foolish from the outset to argue that 
Satan would undermine his own kingdom by helping some-
one drive out his fellow demons from someone possessed (vv. 
25–26). Second, Jesus reminded them of people from their 
own circle who pretended to be able to cast out demons (cf. 
Mark 9:38; Luke 9:49; Acts 19:13). Wouldn’t they be accusing 
those people as well of working in cooperation with Satan 
(v. 27)? And third, Jesus explained what must really have oc-
curred if he had not cast out the demons with Satan’s help but 
with the help of Satan’s opponent, with God’s help (or, more 
accurately, with the help of the Holy Spirit). From this it be-
came evident that in that day the kingdom of God had come. 
Stated another way: the time had come when Satan would be-
gin to suffer defeat after defeat. Jesus was evidently too strong 
for Satan to resist. It had already begun with the humiliating 
rout of Satan after the temptation in the wilderness, and it 
occurred regularly and repeatedly whenever Jesus rendered 
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him a helpless victim, overcome by his power. Therefore, ac-
cording to Jesus, a serious moment had arrived. Everyone was 
now obligated to choose for or against Jesus. Whoever chose 
against Jesus did not render God’s people the proper service 
as their shepherd. But whoever chose for Jesus did not scatter 
the sheep, but kept them together (vv. 28–30).

Next Jesus warned the Pharisees about the consequences 
of the sin they were actively committing. He had made it suf-
ficiently clear to them: it was impossible to believe that Jesus 
had cast the evil spirit out of the man with the help of Sa-
tan, the prince of the evil spirits. Nothing remained except to 
believe the opposite: Jesus had saved that man through the 
power of the Holy Spirit.

But for that reason the Pharisees had to remember good 
and well that forgiveness was possible for evil committed 
against people, even if that evil consisted of blasphemy, of 
speaking evil against better knowledge. It was even possible, 
for example, when that evil was committed against Jesus, the 
Son of Man (see 8:20), because they could see in him noth-
ing but an ordinary person. However, when someone spread 
blasphemy dishonoring the Holy Spirit, explaining his work as 
the work of Satan, there was no forgiveness for that, neither 
during this life nor later at the last judgment (vv. 31–32). So 
the Pharisees must stop their wicked living and behavior.

No one could legitimately maintain that Jesus had commit-
ted wickedness by driving the evil spirit out of that possessed 
man. Jesus had performed a good deed. And the proverb said: 
like the tree, so the fruit, and like the fruit, so the tree (v. 33).

But according to that rule, they were people whose hearts 
were under the influence of the great serpent, Satan. There-
fore no honest word about the healing of the possessed man 
could be expected to come out of their mouths. For the 
proverb also said: like the heart, so the mouth. Just as good 
thoughts, words, and works proceed from inside good peo-
ple, so the opposite was also true. Evil people bring forth evil 
(v. 35). The consequences of the Pharisees’ wicked talk would 
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be terrible. In the final judgment every lie and blasphemy, 
every imagination that contradicted better knowledge, would 
be punished severely (v. 36). That applied for the Pharisees as 
well. Their good words would lead to their vindication, their 
acquittal. But their evil words, their lying and blaspheming, 
would lead to condemnation, to damnation (v. 37).

Jesus performs no miracle, contrary to the wishes of the 
Pharisees and scribes (vv. 38–45)
Around that same time a number of other Pharisees, 

together with some teachers of the law, reacted to (“an-
swered”) Jesus’s messianic words and miracles. They ap-
peared to present him with a polite and friendly request, for 
they addressed him with the title “Master.” Some of these 
teachers of the law had that title as well, and thus they ap-
peared to be acknowledging his role as teacher. But then 
they requested that Jesus do a sign, thereby showing that 
they believed nothing of the messianic character of Jesus’s 
preaching and miracles (v. 38).

Jesus began his answer by observing that a sign was be-
ing requested of him by “an evil and adulterous generation.” 
This word generation can signify a kind of people or an entire 
contemporaneous group of people. Here the latter meaning 
is likely, for Jesus was calling this “an evil and adulterous” 
generation. He had in view a sin that had frequently been 
committed by the people of Israel. God had established a 
covenant with Israel, as a man enters into marriage with a 
woman. A woman’s infidelity to that marriage is called adul-
tery. Now Israel had received from God the glorious cov-
enant promise that this people one day would bring forth 
the Messiah (for this, see the book of Isaiah). God was now 
busy fulfilling that promise by sending Jesus to earth, by 
his preaching of the gospel, and by his miraculous healing 
of blind, lame, and other sick people. (See Jesus’s answer 
to John the Baptist’s question [Matt. 11:4].) But for many 
contemporaries that preaching and those miracles were 
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not enough. Therefore, because of their disobedience they 
would soon receive no other sign than this: they would learn 
that this Jesus had indeed been put to death but after three 
days had arisen from his grave (they would learn this from 
the guards at the grave [Matt. 28:11–15] and from the apos-
tolic preaching that itself rested on the testimony of many 
others [1 Cor. 15:6]). This miracle would resemble what had 
happened to Jonah when, after having been three days and 
three nights in the fish, he came out alive. So too God would 
soon show, through his resurrection from the grave after a 
similarly long stay (portions of solar days, like portions of 
years, were calculated in terms of whole days and years), 
that the Son of Man (see at 8:20) was the promised Messiah 
(vv. 39–40).

Incidentally, the name of the prophet Jonah by itself 
must have embarrassed Jesus’s disobedient contemporaries, 
for the Ninevites had indeed repented upon hearing Jonah’s 
preaching. And how much more privileged were Jesus’s con-
temporaries! Therefore on the day of days they would be con-
demned by the Ninevites (vv. 40–41). That would happen as 
well with the well-known queen who once had come all the 
way from the south to hear Solomon’s wisdom (1 Kgs. 10). 
She too would condemn Jesus’s present opponents, all the 
more because they had been privileged to hear from someone 
who was far wiser than Solomon (v. 42).

Finally, Jesus foretold how things would turn out for this 
unfaithful generation of his people. They appeared to behave 
at the moment with politeness and friendliness. But in that 
respect they looked just like a possessed man from whom 
an unclean spirit had voluntarily departed. The man looked 
rather dapper. But when that evil spirit found no enjoyment 
anywhere outside of him because it had nothing to despoil, 
it decided to return to his victim. For the moment the man 
might look like a well-cleaned house, where it could enter 
only with difficulty. But for that reason it obtained the help 
of various other evil spirits, seven in number, more evil than 
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itself, and reentered its former dwelling. And as a result, the 
patient was far worse off than before.

The same would happen with the evil generation of Je-
sus’s day. The Lord was thinking of certain positive results 
within Israel that came from the work of John the Baptist 
and of Jesus himself. But many people had definitively 
turned their back on Jesus. This resulted in the terrible cov-
enant punishment that occurred in AD 70, the destruction 
of Jerusalem.

Jesus Does Not Interrupt His Gospel Preaching 
for a Family Visit (12:46–50)

Wasn’t that a bit rude? That question about Jesus’s statements 
surfaced with our Savior’s earlier declarations, such as when 
we heard him say that he did not come to bring peace to earth 
but the sword (Matt. 10:34). The same might be true here as 
well, when we read that Jesus was busy in someone’s home 
(Mark 3:31) talking to the people when it was reported to 
him that his mother and brothers were standing outside for 
a chance to speak with him (vv. 46–47). The Lord pointed to 
his disciples and said, “Here are my mother and brothers! For 
whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother 
and sister and mother” (vv. 49–50).

Our Savior respected his mother until his death (John 
19:26–27). We firmly believe that after he was finished preach-
ing, he likely received and talked to his mother and his broth-
ers. But granted, he did not do so immediately. Why not? 
Surely because he had to clearly show his listeners that noth-
ing is more important than the kingdom of God. He himself 
honored the rule that he had held before his disciples, namely, 
that they must forsake all for the sake of that kingdom. Je-
sus made his own obedience to that rule visible for them 
by refusing to interrupt his preaching even for his mother 
and brothers.
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The action of the Lord narrated in this Scripture portion 
is illustrative in function and character. This action was per-
formed by the one who said to his disciples, “Whoever loves 
father or mother more than me is not worthy of me” (Matt. 
10:37). Earthly interests are not the most important.

Jesus Employs Parables (13:1–52)

In this portion of Scripture we find an entire series of para-
bles. There are seven. However, we need not deduce from this 
that the Lord Jesus spoke all of these parables one after the 
other on the same day. Presumably we encounter here once 
again the tendency of the Gospel writer Matthew to assemble 
materials together, as he did in his “Sermon on the Mount” 
(Matt. 5–7). For the rest, we will see in a moment that other 
sayings of Jesus have been included between the parables, 
though these sayings are closely related to the parables.

Our English word “parable” serves to translate the Greek 
word parabolē. In the Greek translation of the Old Testament, 
the Septuagint, this word is often used to translate the He-
brew word mashal.

The Old Testament parables that correspond most closely 
to the parables of Matthew 13 are these three: the fable of 
Jotham (Judg. 9:7–15), the parable told by Nathan to King 
David (2 Sam. 12:1–4), and the song of the vineyard (Isa. 5:1–
7). These three somber parables prepare us for the possibility 
that the parables of the Lord occasionally have a somber, and 
at certain times a disciplinary, character.

Jesus presents his listeners with the parable of the sower 
(13:1–23)
Jesus evidently began this kind of teaching on the same 

day when he was doing the preaching mentioned in the pre-
vious pericope (12:46–50), except that now he had left the 
house where he had been speaking, surely on account of the 



 117

increased following. That was also the reason why he left his 
seat on the shore and sat in a boat in order to address the 
crowd from that position (vv. 1–2). At that point he began to 
employ parables (v. 3a).

The parable of the sower (vv. 3b–9)
This would not have made a strange impression on his audi-
ence. As one writer put it: Jesus was once again near the sea 
in the heart of Galilee. Wide and narrow pathways snaked 
through the entire countryside down to the shore. This moun-
tainous region with its hills and dales and its seashore was the 
granary of Israel.

This is usually called the parable of the sower. But it would 
be good if now and then it were called the parable of the seed, 
for the main subject in this parable is not the sower but the 
seed. This seed can land in four different places. It can fall 
along the path, to be stepped on by pedestrians or eaten by 
birds. Or it can fall on stony ground, over which a thin layer 
of topsoil was able to receive the seed that quickly germinated 
without being able to send its roots very deep, so that it with-
ered quickly under the sun’s heat. Or the seed falls on thorny 
ground, only to be choked by these plants before growing 
enough to bear fruit. Or it falls on good soil and bears good 
fruit, even in abundance (vv. 3b–8).

When Jesus had told this parable he added this note: He 
who has ears, let him hear! He meant that people should re-
flect very seriously about this parable (v. 9).

The purpose of parables (vv. 10–17)
When we read that the disciples asked Jesus why he was now 
speaking to the multitude in parables, we are surprised by the 
use of the plural of the word parables. Only one parable had 
been told, about the sower. Although the Lord Jesus spoke 
only later about the purpose of the parables (plural), Mat-
thew moves that forward in his narrative for the sake of his 
readers (v. 10).

7. Encountering Unbelief and Faith in Israel



118 Opening the Scriptures: Matthew

Jesus replied, “[Because] to you it has been given to know 
the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not 
been given” (v. 11).

When we read these words, we must not suppose that 
at this moment the Lord’s disciples already knew—let alone 
understood—all the mysteries (secrets, hidden things) about 
God’s kingdom. Think of how much difficulty Jesus had in 
making his disciples understand that he would have to suffer, 
die, rise, and be glorified! But their hearts were not made 
inaccessible to the truth by an earthly, nationalistic messianic 
expectation, something that appeared to have been the case 
for the majority of the people and their leaders. Of course, 
the disciples had received this privilege on account of God’s 
grace, and this too was the fulfillment of God’s counsel of 
redemption, but the fulfillment of God’s counsel never occurs 
apart from human responsibility. Therefore the loss that the 
multitude will suffer from this point forward—Jesus will be 
preaching only in parables—is their own fault, just as obe-
dience to God’s word is blessed with the increase of faith 
(vv. 11–12).

So here we see the reason why the Lord Jesus began speak-
ing to the multitude in parables: it was the stubbornness of 
the majority of the multitude. They had failed to use what 
had been given to them, namely, the gospel of the kingdom, 
which people could hear with their ears, and the Lord’s mira-
cles, which people could see with their eyes (v. 13). With these 
stubborn people the same thing would happen as with the 
people of Israel in the days of Isaiah, concerning which this 
prophet had received a revelation pertaining to that phenom-
enon, found in Isaiah 6:9 (vv. 13–15).

By contrast, the eyes and ears of the disciples were to be 
praised, together with their hearts that were inclined to Jesus 
(v. 16). They were more blessed than many a believer from 
former times, such as in the days of the prophets. Those folk 
could not yet hear or see the promised Messiah, but these 
disciples could (v. 17).
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The explanation of the parable of the sower 
(vv. 18–23)

When Jesus explained this parable to his disciples, his in-
terpretation showed first that with the scattered seed he was 
referring to the word concerning God’s kingdom, or the gos-
pel, and he next showed his disciples that there were as many 
landing places for this gospel as for the seed that was scat-
tered by the sower—four in all.

The first possibility was that although the gospel was 
heard by someone, it never penetrated his understanding and 
heart. The devil saw to that. In such cases, he ensured that the 
same outcome happened with God’s word as with the seed 
that fell on the path and was devoured by the birds.

The second possibility was that the gospel was heard and 
even received with enthusiasm, but this was only temporary, 
because when people faced difficulties because of the faith, 
they abandoned the gospel and fell into unbelief. The same 
thing happened with the seed that landed on the stony ground.

The third possibility was that the word of God hardly had 
a chance to renew the heart and lives of the hearers because 
they were completely absorbed by busy activities, financial 
concern, or financial abundance, with all the consequences 
flowing from these. The same thing happened with the seed 
that was choked by thorns.

The fourth possibility was that the gospel was heartily ac-
cepted and obeyed in a life of faith. The same thing happened 
with the seed that fell in good soil and produced fruit, whether 
an ordinary, a larger, or a particularly abundant amount.

Jesus tells his audience the parable of the evil seed sown 
among the good seed (13:24–30)
Like the first parable, this second parable was told to the 

crowd and later explained to the disciples (see vv. 36–43). 
Jesus, however, did say immediately to the crowd that the 
same thing being told in this parable was happening with 
(the preaching of the gospel of) the kingdom of heaven.
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A certain landowner had his field sown with good seed. 
But then during the night his enemy had weeds sown across 
the field. Matthew (who alone tells us about this parable) 
uses a word for this weed that probably refers to ryegrass 
or darnel, a kind of grass that initially is difficult to distin-
guish from wheat and quickly grows a stalk of about 2–3 
feet (60–90 cm), with sharp leaves, whose top is radically 
different from the head of wheat. If this seed ends up with 
the other grain in someone’s bread, it can cause stupor and 
even delirium.

When the field began to display an unusually great 
amount of weeds, the landowner’s slaves were very surprised, 
but their master understood very well what had happened: 
someone who was hostile toward him had done him this dam-
age. But when the slaves wanted to remove the weeds imme-
diately, their master disapproved, for the grain would suffer 
on account of that. No, wheat and weeds must grow together 
until harvest. Then the reapers would be able easily to rec-
ognize and tie up the weeds into bundles to be burned, after 
which the clean grain could be stored in the barn.

Jesus tells his audience the parable of the mustard seed 
(13:31–32)
The Lord Jesus wanted to make his contemporaries un-

derstand that he did not desire earthly power. He made his 
royal entrance into Jerusalem sitting not on a horse but on a 
donkey (John 12:12–15), and he told Pilate that his kingdom 
was not of this world (John 18:36). He came not with earthly 
weapons but with the sword of the Spirit, that is, God’s word 
(Eph. 6:17). In the eyes of many people that seemed like a 
pretty meager start, hardly more than the minimum. Well, 
that’s exactly what the Lord said in his parable of the mustard 
seed. But then he pointed out what happened when such a 
mustard seed sprouted. It grew taller than every other plant 
in the yard, into a huge bush that looked almost like a tree. 
The birds could nest in its branches.
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Well, that’s how the kingdom of heaven has also spread 
out through the preaching of the gospel across countries, 
even continents.

Jesus tells his audience the parable of the leaven (13:33)
This parable closely resembles the preceding one. The 

only difference is that the first focused more on the quantity 
of the citizens of the kingdom of heaven, and the second on 
their quality. Jesus used the parable of the leaven to describe 
the manner in which people are made citizens of the kingdom 
of heaven. That happened in the same way that a homemak-
er’s yeast works in bread dough as it becomes bread.

Nowadays people use a pinch of yeast for that. What is 
striking is how that yeast operates. The entire batch of dough 
is raised, and before you know it, the family is eating a deli-
cious loaf of bread. In the same way we, people, are moved to 
faith by God’s Spirit and Word, and by means of this faith we 
are made more and more into new people who again perform 
the will of our heavenly Father.

Matthew points to the fulfilling of Psalm 78:2 by Jesus’s 
speaking in parables (13:34–35)
With these two verses Matthew once again interrupts the 

series of parables in chapter 13. He did this first in verses 
10–17, where he informed us that Jesus told his disciples 
that on account of their disobedience, the crowd of those 
listening to him was experiencing exactly the same thing 
as Israel, which is what Isaiah 6:9–10 had in view. With this 
second interruption, in verses 34–35, Matthew refers to a 
saying of “the prophet” in Psalm 78:2. With this word prophet 
Matthew is referring to Asaph, whom we usually call “the 
psalmist” but who is called a “seer” in 2 Chronicles 29:30 in 
the Hebrew Bible (in the Septuagint he is called, literally, 
a “prophet”).

In verse 34 Matthew writes that Jesus said “all these 
things” to the crowds in parables and that he said nothing 
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to them without a parable. With the words “all these things” 
Matthew is looking back to the four parables he has just re-
ported (about the sower, the weeds among the wheat, the 
mustard seed, and the leaven), and with the subsequent words 
he means that whenever Jesus spoke to the crowds he never 
did so without speaking a parable.

In verse 35 Matthews refers to Psalm 78, from which he 
cites verse 2.

Regarding Psalm 78, in that psalm Asaph focuses all his 
attention on a particular part of Israel’s history, namely, the 
period from the beginning of Israel’s existence as a nation, 
say, from Horeb, to the time of King David. But with this 
attention Asaph is not functioning as a history writer who 
narrates in sequence everything that happened during that 
period. No, in Psalm 78 Asaph provides insights, critical in-
sights, provoking serious reflection leading the reader to see 
how time and again Israel misbehaved toward God. Israel 
was ungrateful, whereas God had shown so much favor. So 
the reader needs to pay close attention and not view Psalm 
78 simply as a piece of history-telling. How the reader should 
view Psalm 78 is indicated by Asaph in verse 2, where he says 
that he is focusing the attention of his people on the mashal (a 
pithy and pointed saying) and on the khidoth, translated in the 
Septuagint as problēmata, like our word “problems.”

Let us return to what Matthew has done in verse 35, spe-
cifically citing Psalm 78 as proof that by means of Jesus’s 
speaking in parables about Israel, not only was Isaiah 6:9–10 
being fulfilled, but so was Psalm 78:2, now more seriously 
than before, as a consequence of despising the Messiah Jesus.

Matthew takes the first half of his citation word for word 
from the Septuagint: “I will open my mouth in parables.” 
But with the second half of his citation, Matthew works 
rather freely.

Could he be quoting from memory here? In any case, the 
Septuagint version of the second half goes like this: “I will 
proclaim problems from the beginning,” but Matthew cites it 
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this way: “I will utter what has been hidden since the founda-
tion of the world.”

Does Matthew wish to clarify something or other for us? 
He replaces the expression “from of old” in the Hebrew Bible, 
and its translation in the Greek Bible as “from the beginning,” 
with the oft-used phrase “from the foundation of the world.” 
In an earlier commentary we observed that this phrase did not 
refer to creation, but to Israel becoming a covenant people at 
Horeb. 

Finally, he replaces the word “riddles” from the Hebrew 
Bible and the word problēmata from the Greek Bible with the 
phrase “what has been hidden.”

We may now summarize briefly the purpose of the in-
struction that Matthew wishes to give us in verses 34–35. He 
evidently wants to show us what the Lord Jesus did when 
his gospel preaching and his miracles were not accepted by 
his Jewish contemporaries. At that time Jesus more or less 
turned away from those disobedient fellow Israelites, though 
not yet definitively. Whoever wanted could still come to hear 
him. But then Jesus was no longer speaking as he had earlier; 
rather, he made use of a parable. And by means of such a par-
able, someone could be led to reflect and to approach Jesus 
with a request for an explanation. And at that point nobody 
ever left him empty-handed. But within Jesus’s parables a se-
rious warning against Israel often lay embedded, fully in line 
with Psalm 78.

Jesus explains for his disciples the parable of the weeds in 
the field (13:36–43)
This is the second time that Matthew supplies us with the 

explanation of a parable by the Lord Jesus. The first was the 
explanation of the parable of the sower. Apparently, Jesus 
provided that explanation apart from his disciples’ request 
(v. 18). But when they were alone with Jesus in the house, 
the disciples did request an explanation of the parable of the 
weeds in the field. In that explanation Jesus first talked briefly 
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about a number of subjects (vv. 36–39). Next he discussed 
one particular subject much more broadly (vv. 40–43).

Part i (vv. 36–39)
Here we encounter seven brief questions and answers, as 
it were.

1. “The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man.” 
The good seed is the word of the kingdom (v. 19), and with 
the phrase “Son of Man” Jesus was referring to himself (see 
at 8:20).

2. “The field is the world.” The word world evidently refers 
to the human world. The gospel was destined for all nations.

3. “The good seed is the sons of the kingdom.” With this 
phrase we recognize the Hebrew manner of indicating differ-
ent relationships. Although what follows indicates that the 
kingdom could include both disobedient and unbelieving 
sons (who would be cast out, Matt. 8:11–12), Jesus leads with 
mentioning the believing sons.

4. “The weeds are the sons of the evil one.” Just as with 
number 3, we are dealing here with an abbreviated manner of 
speaking. The third phrase, fully expanded, would have gone 
this way: “The good seed is the gospel of the kingdom. This 
produces believing children of the kingdom.” So here, with 
the fourth question, we are dealing with an abbreviated state-
ment of a broader manner of speaking, which would have 
gone approximately like this: “The weeds among the grain 
represent people who initially resemble good children of the 
kingdom but later show that they are unbelievers who listen 
to the lie. And the lie comes from the evil one, the devil!” 
What follows next describes the devil.

5. “The enemy who sowed [the weeds] is the devil.” At one 
point Jesus told the Jews flat out that the devil is the father of 
lies (John 8:44).

6. “The harvest is the end of the age.” In contrast to verse 
37, which speaks of the kosmos, or human world, here in verse 
40 we have the word aeōn, “a long time, a dispensation of 
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time.” No definitive separation between believers and unbe-
lievers occurs before the end of this dispensation, before the 
last day.

7. “The reapers are angels.” On that last day the Lord Jesus 
will return from heaven to earth with the angels of his power 
(2 Thess. 1:7).

Part ii (vv. 40–43)
The activity of the angels was portrayed in the parable by the 
work of the harvesters. This did not refer to the slaves of the 
owner of the field. They had wanted to begin removing the 
weeds immediately. But that was not permitted, since then 
the good grain would have been harmed. Nor was that their 
job, but the job of the harvesters at the time of harvest. Jesus 
used this to portray what would happen on judgment day. 
The angels would gather the weeds, meaning those people 
who had been thought to be believers and to belong to the 
kingdom of God but who both had led others to sin and apos-
tasy and had themselves committed unrighteousness. Just as 
here at the time of harvest the weeds are gathered and thrown 
into the furnace, so too later the disobedient children of the 
kingdom will be cast into hell. There, however, they will not 
be burned and destroyed, but will be afflicted with unending 
pain and agony, a gruesome existence (Dan. 12:3). But then 
the Lord Jesus will hand over his fully purified kingdom, in 
which none but believers are members, to his heavenly Father 
(1 Cor. 15:20–28). As genuine children of the Light they will 
shine in his kingdom like the sun.

As everyone can see, the explanation of this parable con-
cludes with a sober warning for all who hear the gospel to 
repent quickly from a sinful life. Even the disciples receive 
this final admonition: “He who has ears, let him hear.”

7. Encountering Unbelief and Faith in Israel
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Jesus instructs his disciples with the parables of the 
treasure in the field, the costly pearl, and the net 
(13:44–52)
In contrast to the four preceding parables—those of 

the sower, the weeds in the field, the mustard seed, and the 
leaven—Jesus taught these three parables not to the people 
but to his disciples. Matthew tells us that the explanation of 
the parable of the weeds in the field (vv. 36–43) was given 
by Jesus at the request of his disciples. Matthew then fol-
lows with verses 44–52, whose content seems to have been 
intended for the disciples.

The first parable: The treasure in a field (v. 44)
Throughout the course of time, fearing imminent danger, peo-
ple repeatedly have hidden away the most expensive items in 
their possession, for example, by burying them in the ground 
with the hope that eventually they will recover them, only to 
lose their lives and thus never recover their valuables. Sooner 
or later someone else finds them. Scholars tell us of archaeo-
logical excavations that turn up many such treasures. For ex-
ample, near Tyre archaeologists uncovered a significant cache 
of gold from the time of Alexander the Great. In 1873 a massive 
amount of silver was dug up. In Haifa various Byzantine coins 
were discovered hidden under a wall between two homes. A 
pot of gold pieces came to light through the excavations of the 
ruins of Jerusalem. Whenever someone made such a discovery 
in a field that did not belong to him, he would quickly cover it 
up again with dirt and purchase the field from its owner, even 
if it sold at a high price. He wanted it desperately.

In this way, the Lord Jesus said, the kingdom of heaven, 
with its future glory, surpasses everything in value.

The second parable: The costly pearl 
(vv. 45–46)

The scope of this parable is similar to that of the preceding 
one. We must be very wise in order to devote everything to 
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the kingdom of heaven, as that merchant of pearls sold every-
thing he had in order to own the costly pearl.

The third parable: The net (vv. 47–52)
It is likely that the net pictured here is a long trawling net, 
the top of which was kept afloat by means of pieces of wood, 
while the bottom was tied to stones that took it down deep. 
This net would expand like a half circle and be drawn to shore. 
Next, the contents of the net would be sorted. The good fish 
were saved in containers, the bad fish thrown away.

The scope of this parable corresponds with that of the 
weeds in the field. At the last judgment the wicked will be 
separated from the righteous. The wicked will end up in the 
place of eternal punishment.

The fruit of this instruction
With this instruction Jesus wanted to train his disciples to 
be better teachers of Scripture than those they saw walking 
around in their day, who wanted nothing to do with such a 
peace-loving Messiah as Jesus and with such a kingdom as he 
preached, and who as a result did not understand the Scrip-
ture correctly in terms of its prediction of such a Messiah and 
kingdom. But now, since it appears that Jesus’s disciples did 
accept and understand his instruction, they would later be 
skilled teachers of Scripture (Matt. 23:34). Like a wise father 
they would have at their disposal a bountiful supply of old 
and new spiritual food. That is also clearly what happened. 
On the great day of Pentecost, for example, the apostle Peter 
taught from the Old Testament (Acts 2), and Philip instructed 
the Ethiopian from Isaiah 53 (Acts 8). And the apostles in-
structed others about the future glory (1 Cor. 15 and 2 Pet. 3).

7. Encountering Unbelief and Faith in Israel
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Jesus Does Not Receive the Honor Due Him, 
Even in Nazareth (13:53–58)

The brevity of this story in Matthew is striking in comparison 
with that of Luke 4:16–30. But it can be explained. Matthew 
has shown more often the tendency to abbreviate his material, 
and if we pay attention to the context, we understand why he 
employs that tendency here. In chapters 11–13 he was busy 
describing how Jesus increasingly encountered growing pride 
and unbelief in Israel. Now Matthew has reached the pinna-
cle of the climax, with the pride and unbelief against Jesus in 
Nazareth, his hometown.

Jesus’s speaking in the synagogue of Nazareth had in-
deed aroused amazement, but unfortunately not the kind of 
joyful wonder that led to thanking God for bestowing upon 
someone from their town such great wisdom and insight into 
Scripture and such great power for doing miracles, the very 
miracles people kept talking about. Nothing of that at all—
quite the contrary: arrogant shouts that this Jesus had better 
not consider himself to be elevated above them. He too was 
an ordinary fellow from Nazareth, just as his family was an or-
dinary family: his mother, brothers, and sisters—Joseph is not 
mentioned, surely because by this time he had passed away. 
And Jesus had worked in these parts as an ordinary carpenter. 
People were talking about, literally, “the son of the carpen-
ter,” a Hebraism meaning the same thing as “the carpenter,” 
something Mark mentions as well (Mark 6:3), something cor-
responding with a report arising in early Christianity (Justin 
Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho, 88) that when he dwelt among 
men, Jesus made plows and yokes.

With their arrogance the residents of Nazareth achieved—
literally, “descended to”—the point of refusing to believe the 
gospel exalting Jesus as Messiah. There were a few exceptions. 
Think of Mary, the mother of the Lord. And some had asked 
to be healed.
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Jesus did not react vehemently to this demonstration of 
unbelief against him, but simply declared an aphorism that 
presumably was a proverb bandied about in his day: a prophet 
is not honored in his hometown and by his family.

Jesus is not only our security, but also our example. He ex-
ercised patience toward his brothers who initially did not be-
lieve in him (John 7:5). But when he had ascended to heaven 
and the early Christians were continually together, Mary was 
also among them, with “his brothers” (Acts 1:14).

7. Encountering Unbelief and Faith in Israel





Chapter 8

Desiring to Withdraw, 
Yet Exercising Compassion 

(Matt. 14)

By now it was sufficiently clear that the majority of Israel, 
the people as well as the leaders, did not wish to honor Je-

sus as the promised Messiah. At most they would respect him 
as a remarkable miracle worker. For that reason Jesus decided 
to retreat with his disciples, so that from this time forward he 
could devote his time and attention to their instruction. We 
will read more about this in Matthew 15–18. But first we must 
study Matthew 14.

Herod the Tetrarch Shows Superstitious Interest 
in Jesus (vv. 1–2)

This Herod has been mentioned already, in Matthew 2:19–
23, in connection with the return of Joseph and his family 
from Egypt. In fact this prince was called Antipas, but the 
name was often combined with that of his father, Herod “the 
Great.” One of his brothers was named Philip, also given this 
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name in 14:3, though he was also called by the combined 
name “Herod Philip.”

Herod Antipas—the Herod of verse 1—was not the only 
successor of his father, Herod “the Great.” People often called 
him “king” (for example, in Matt. 14:9 and Mark 6:14), but his 
actual title was “tetrarch.” He ruled over Galilee and Perea, 
which was one-fourth of the territory of his father. The region 
of Perea lay to the east of the Jordan River and extended from 
Pella in the north (the place to which Christians fled in AD 
66, when they saw the coming siege of Jerusalem) to the for-
tress of Machaerus in the south, east of the Dead Sea. Accord-
ing to Flavius Josephus, John the Baptist was beheaded here.

Apparently, the tetrarch Herod Antipas initially paid little 
or no attention to the Lord Jesus’s activity. He took notice for 
the first time because of the rumors of the miracles Jesus had 
performed. Unfortunately, his was a superstitious interest. He 
thought Jesus’s power to do miracles could be explained by 
the assumption that John the Baptist had risen from the grave 
and was again active, but now in the person of the Lord Jesus. 
At least this was Herod’s fantasy communicated to his pal-
ace officials, who saw to it that this superstitious chatter was 
spread about. It apparently reached our Savior, and we will 
discuss that in a moment, in connection with 14:13.

Matthew Recalls How Herod Ended Up Beheading 
John the Baptist (vv. 3–12)

Herod ended up beheading John on account of a trick of 
Herodias, the wife of his brother Philip, who was divorced 
from her husband and living at this time with Herod Antipas. 
Herod had been scolded by John the Baptist for this adul-
tery several times (notice the imperfect tense of the Greek 
verb, elegen). The one who became most angry with John was 
Herodias, who sought an occasion for revenge. This came 
about with Herod’s birthday, when her daughter Salome had 
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delighted the festive gathering with her dancing so much that 
Herod granted her a gift: permission to ask him whatever she 
desired. On the advice of her mother she asked for the head 
of John the Baptist. The tetrarch did not want to deny this 
request, and hence John was murdered. His disciples buried 
him and went to tell Jesus what had happened.

Jesus Perceived Herod’s Superstitious Interest 
in Him and Retreated (vv. 13–21)

The words “Now when Jesus heard this,” at the beginning of 
verse 13, certainly do not refer back to the report of John’s 
death that Jesus had received from John’s disciples, but to the 
rumor that he had heard some time after that, namely, that 
Herod was explaining the miracles Jesus was doing with the 
claim that John the Baptist had risen from the dead and had 
appeared afresh as Jesus of Nazareth.

This induced Jesus all the more to retreat in solitude with 
his disciples. He had decided to depart earlier, to leave the 
people and their leaders. From Mark 6:30–31 and Luke 9:10–
11 we learn that at approximately the same time, Jesus’s dis-
ciples had returned from the trip on which he had sent them 
(Matt. 10). For more than one reason, therefore, Jesus pro-
posed that they go together to a solitary place, and so they got 
into a boat. But when they disembarked at the agreed-upon 
place, they saw themselves surrounded by a multitude of peo-
ple who had followed them on foot. And just as he had done 
earlier (9:36), out of compassion Jesus could do nothing but 
invest himself heartily in their distress. He healed their sick 
ones; and according to Mark and Luke, he also preached the 
gospel to them again. Yes, he went so far with his compassion 
that he himself fed the multitude.

That is what happened.
Jesus had once again become so busy with preaching and 

healing that afternoon had come. We read in verse 15a in the 

8. Desiring to Withdraw, Yet Exercising Compassion
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Greek, “when it had become late,” and in verse 15b that “the 
hour was past” when the disciples came to notify him and ask 
him to let the crowd go in order to buy food en route. Many 
translations of verse 15a, with the rendering “when evening 
had come,” generate misunderstanding among those who are 
unfamiliar with Near Eastern customs.

This phrase makes us think of the time when darkness 
falls, rather than what in reality transpired, namely, the time 
that the sun had passed its zenith and, as Luke 9:12 expresses 
it, “the day began to wear away.” Began. So in Matthew 14:15 
we should think instead of midday, say, twelve noon. In terms 
of Israel’s understanding and language, that was when the day 
began to fade. For Israel, that was “the first evening,” in con-
trast to “the second evening,” when darkness came and night-
fall occurred. (For the phrase “between the two evenings” 
[ESV “at twilight”], see Exodus 12:6 and Leviticus 23:5.)

Jesus responded to the disciples’ proposal with an alter-
native proposal. He acknowledged that it had become af-
ternoon, and he told them, “They need not go away; you 
give them something to eat” (v. 16). In this way the Lord 
was appealing to their faith. If they had faith at least like a 
mustard seed, they would be able to feed the multitude (cf. 
Luke 17:6). But the disciples did not understand him and 
replied that they had only five loaves of bread and two fish 
in their possession.

At that point Jesus commanded them to bring him those 
meager provisions and to tell the people to sit down. All of 
this was in preparation for the meal, for Jesus was following 
the protocol for a Jewish meal. Before eating, people were 
accustomed to pronouncing a blessing on the food, to pray-
ing, and afterward to gathering the leftovers. Matthew tells us 
that Jesus looked heavenward. That means that he was asking 
beforehand for the help and concurrence of his Father. Next 
he broke the bread and the fish (salted and dried) into pieces, 
gave them to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to 
the people. Amid these activities the miracle of multiplication 
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occurred. Everyone was full. The leftovers filled twelve bas-
kets, which were hefty straw bags. The number of those 
eating was about five thousand men, not counting women 
and children.

After Their Miraculous Feeding, Jesus Sends 
the Multitudes Away but Joins His Disciples 
by Walking on the Sea (vv. 22–33)

What explains that altered attitude of Jesus toward the multi-
tudes? Initially he had been filled with compassion for them, 
healed their sick, and preached to them the gospel and then 
provided them an entire midday meal. So then why does he 
now suddenly send the multitudes away?

We find the answer to that question in John 6. We learn 
two things there. First, we read in John 6:4 that Passover was 
approaching. Presumably, many of those people were on their 
way to Jerusalem. Second, we read in 6:14–15 that after the 
feeding of the five thousand, those people wanted to take Je-
sus along, certainly to Jerusalem, in order to make him king. 
Here again we see that earthly messianic expectation. Their 
likely thought was that such a commander leading an army 
of resistance fighters would not be able to be defeated by any 
Roman army.

This complete lack of understanding regarding his true 
work on earth apparently moved Jesus to return to the other 
side of the lake.

In addition, this would also have been related to the fact 
that earlier Jesus had commanded his disciples to return to 
the other side.

Was he afraid that the disciples might have been incited 
by the mistaken fervor of the satisfied crowd? We read, in fact, 
that he “compelled” (ēnankasen) the disciples to get into the 
boat and go ahead of him to the other side (v. 22).

Then, after both the disciples and the crowds had 

8. Desiring to Withdraw, Yet Exercising Compassion
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departed, Jesus ascended the mountain in order to pray alone. 
Was there not reason enough? Jesus was true man! This was 
not a failure!

Even so, Jesus’s departure from the disciples was not in-
tended to be definitive. He would quickly rejoin them. He 
had not forgotten them. Because Passover was always cele-
brated in the week of the first spring moon, the moon was 
shining in all its splendor and fullness. From the mountain 
Jesus could see how, despite all their efforts, his disciples did 
not succeed in reaching the other side, all on account of the 
wind and the waves.

Then Jesus rejoined them. The fourth watch of the night, 
from three o’clock until six o’clock, had begun. He went to 
them “going over the sea.” This was something no one with 
merely human power could do. This explains why, when they 
saw Jesus, the disciples cried out in terror and thought they 
were seeing a ghost. We should not mock them. Thanks to 
subsequent instruction from these same disciples we know 
now that besides being true man, Jesus was also true God. Let 
us rather enjoy the compassion that Jesus showed them when 
he called out: “Take heart; it is I. Do not be afraid” (v. 27). 
What precious faith Peter demonstrated when with Jesus’s ap-
proval—indeed, at his command—he likewise walked across 
the water to his beloved Master. Nevertheless, he would have 
drowned on account of his lack of faith and trust, if Jesus had 
not stretched out his helping hand in response to Peter’s cry 
for help. Let us not forget that this latter event occurred while 
the wind and water were still raging.

This subsided only when both had gotten into the boat. 
They—both Peter and Jesus—got into the boat. Jesus was truly 
human. But once on board, he received from his disciples the 
proper show of respect, different from what the multitudes 
had shown. They fell down before him and said: “Truly you 
are the Son of God” (v. 33).
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Jesus Nonetheless Heals Many Sick People 
among the Populace of Gennesaret (vv. 34–36)

Nevertheless our Savior did not avoid all contact with the 
people from that time forward. The small section at the end 
of Matthew 14 shows the opposite.

From the boat in which Jesus and his disciples had trav-
eled, they went ashore at Gennesaret. This was not the name 
of a city, but of a region that lay along the northwestern shore 
of the Sea of Galilee. This area was not large, but it was im-
portant because of its fruitful soil and numerous inhabitants. 
That helps explain why people also called the Sea of Galilee 
the Lake of Gennesaret (Luke 5:1).

When Jesus landed there, he was immediately recognized, 
the news of his arrival spread like wildfire, and many who 
suffered from serious diseases were carried to him. When they 
came to Jesus, the wretched people  implored Jesus to let them 
touch merely one of the four tassels made of sky-blue thread 
that were on Jesus’s garment (see Num. 15:37–41). Everyone 
who touched him was healed.

Notice something. We do not read that on this occasion 
Jesus preached the gospel of the kingdom in the area of Gen-
nesaret. True enough. But his compassion toward those miser-
able folk among his people had not diminished one bit. That 
is what those wretched sick people in Gennesaret discovered. 
They were completely different from the people who formed 
the crowds Jesus had sent away on the preceding day. They 
were not exuberant festival travelers but oppressed shut-ins 
who had to be carried to Jesus. And when they asked him to 
let them merely touch his garment, they received healing, just 
like the woman with the flow of blood (Matt. 9:22).

8. Desiring to Withdraw, Yet Exercising Compassion





Chapter 9

Concluding Work in Galilee 
(Matt. 15–18)

The first of the two sections mentioned in our introduc-
tion to this part of our commentary, namely, Matthew 

3–18 and 19–25, is coming to a close. Of that first section 
only Matthew 15–18 remains to be considered. The kind of 
regular preaching to the people that Jesus did, which the pre-
ceding chapters recounted, will no longer occur, though Jesus 
will not be forgetting the people completely (see at 15:10). 
From now on Jesus will be more focused on his disciples and 
hold before them his approaching death and resurrection (see 
16:21). Occasionally he will need to warn them about the mis-
taken conceptions of those responsible for leading the Jewish 
people in that time, the Pharisees and scribes.

Jesus Answers the Accusation of Some Pharisees 
and Scribes That His Disciples Were Transgressing 
the Tradition of the Elders by Not Washing 
Their Hands in Preparation for Eating (15:1–9)

As we will see in chapters 15–18, the narrative does not detail 
Jesus’s activity in Judea. But we do get a foretaste of that here, 
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for though Jesus did not go from Galilee to Jerusalem, Jeru-
salem did come to him in Galilee. Apparently, the prominent 
leaders in Jerusalem had heard such negative things about Je-
sus that some of them—perhaps an investigative committee—
came to see him. And what was the first question they fired 
at him? The question of why Jesus’s disciples transgressed 
the tradition of the elders by not washing their hands before 
eating food. (Since bread constituted the main staple of ev-
ery meal, and meat, fish, and fruit were added as delicacies, 
eating bread meant having a meal. What was involved here 
was something that was supposed to be done before and after 
eating, according to the highly respected tradition.)

Initially the Lord Jesus avoided discussing hand washing 
altogether. That was but one part of the tradition. The tradi-
tion prohibited and commanded so many things. For exam-
ple, it forbade entering the house of a Gentile (Acts 10:28). 
The issue involved the great authority that people ascribed to 
the tradition. And that is what Jesus initially focused attention 
upon in his answer. That elevated authority of the tradition 
occasionally shoved the actual command of God deplorably 
into the background.

As an example and proof of this, Jesus held up for the 
men of the committee the fact that their tradition gave peo-
ple the right to refrain from giving something to their par-
ents that they needed in order to live and instead devote it to 
the sanctuary. The Jewish term for this was qorban, meaning 
“sacrificial gift” (Mark 7:11). In this kind of situation a per-
son need not honor his parents, which meant paying for their 
needs (v. 5). Nevertheless, our Savior pointed out that the 
tradition was thereby neutralizing and enervating God’s fifth 
commandment—honor your father and mother.

How dare these men pretend to be people who were de-
fending God and his Word? Theirs was merely a facade, for 
in reality they were the opposite on the inside, in their hearts, 
with their traditions and ideas. That is hypocrisy, isn’t it? Pre-
tending to be something you’re not? In this way these fellows 
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looked a lot like those sinners mentioned in Isaiah 29:13, be-
cause they too were guilty of such insincere piety.

Jesus Declares That Unwashed Hands Make No One 
Unclean, but Wicked Deeds Proceed 
from a Person’s Heart (15:10–20)

So the first response of Jesus to the Pharisees’ accusation that 
his disciples were transgressing the tradition by eating with 
unwashed hands involved a far more serious accusation that 
Jesus aimed at the Pharisees: that they themselves dared 
to set aside God’s commandments by means of their hu-
man tradition.

Now comes the second response of Jesus to the Pharisees’ 
attack against him. We now hear Jesus dealing specifically 
with that Pharisaic accusation, except that he couldn’t do this 
any longer in the hearing of the Pharisees. Apparently these 
men had left him in embarrassment. At that point Jesus spoke 
further to those remaining behind, namely, to the multitude 
and to his disciples.

The multitude receives a proverb from Jesus (vv. 10–11)
The conversation between Jesus and the men from Jerusa-

lem probably attracted the intense attention of the people. The 
confrontation was more than just interesting! When Jesus’s 
accusers left, he did not want to have the remaining listeners 
leave empty-handed, so he gave them a short pithy proverb, 
a parable (cf. 13:10–17, 34–35). They were supposed to think 
carefully about it. The Lord Jesus gave them this pointed and 
pithy declaration that a person is defiled not by what goes 
into his mouth but by what comes out of his mouth.

The disciples received deeper instruction (vv. 12–20)
From Mark 7:17 we learn that after returning home, the 

Lord Jesus discussed two matters with his disciples.

9. Concluding Work in Galilee
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First, the disciples are warned about the Pharisees (vv. 
12–14). They had themselves to blame for this. For once they 
got home, the disciples informed Jesus that the Pharisees were 
not pleased with Jesus’s conversation with them and that’s 
why they turned their back on him. Apparently, the disciples 
had found this to be problematic, for apart from Jesus there 
was no entering the kingdom; on the other hand, they would 
still like to have seen Jesus speak to those Pharisees in the 
respectful manner that everyone, including the disciples, had 
learned from childhood. In any case, Jesus warned his disci-
ples again about Pharisaism. They needed to separate from 
the doctrine and life of the Pharisees. If the disciples wished 
to avoid ending up being destroyed with them, they had to 
avoid letting the Pharisees make them as blind as these lead-
ers themselves were. The teaching of the Pharisees was not a 
plant that Jesus’s heavenly Father had planted. The time was 
coming when it would be pulled up. We can read about this 
later (16:5–12).

Second, Jesus further explains to his disciples the pro-
verbial saying that he had spoken to the multitude (vv. 15–
20). From the request to explain that proverb, which Peter 
had asked him on behalf of the disciples, Jesus could perceive 
that they had hardly understood anything about the scope 
of the words he had spoken so frequently by this time about 
Pharisaism. That bothered him. Nevertheless, he patiently ex-
plained to his disciples what he had meant by the anti-Phari-
see declaration.

(Permit this aside: Notice carefully that Jesus had not 
contradicted anything in the Torah about clean and un-
clean. For example, he had not contradicted any detail of 
the food laws that God had given Israel in Leviticus 19. God 
had wanted to remind his ancient covenant people in every 
possible way of their duty not to become assimilated with 
the Canaanites.)

To the multitude Jesus had said that a person was defiled 
not by what went into one’s mouth but by what came out of 
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one’s mouth. This was actually a simple contrast, and Jesus 
provided a simple explanation of it.

After all, what happens to something that goes into our 
mouths? It is ingested into our bodies, digested, and in due 
time expelled. But what happens to something that proceeds 
from the sinful human heart through the mouth to the out-
side, something that often leads to evil words and deeds? All 
of that makes a person unclean before God. To prevent any 
lack of clarity, the Lord Jesus mentioned a large number of 
sins that can proceed from the human heart. Moreover, he 
listed them in the plural: evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, 
sexual immoralities, and so on. Surely he did so to draw at-
tention to the various ways and forms in which people’s sins 
can be manifest.

At that point Jesus’s meaning was entirely clear: those are 
the things that make a person unclean, but eating with un-
washed hand does not make a person unclean.

Jesus Heals the Daughter of a Canaanite Woman 
(15:21–28)

Before Matthew narrates this event, he informs his readers 
about the region where it occurred. That was not Galilee, 
but a region north of Galilee, the region of Tyre and Sidon. 
So it was a region where Gentiles lived, even though it did 
not lack for Jewish inhabitants. Some of them, together with 
people from Judea, Jerusalem, Idumea, and the Transjordan, 
had come to Jesus earlier (Mark 3:8), which perhaps is why 
Matthew tells us not only that the woman he will describe 
came from that area but also that she was a Canaanite. Mark 
narrates just as many details about the woman (7:26), namely, 
that she was “a Greek” (which was equivalent to saying that 
she was a pagan, and additionally perhaps that she still spoke 
Greek; cf. ESV “a Gentile”), and “Syro-Phoenician” (this in 
contrast with the Carthaginian Phoenicians).
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Nevertheless, from that pagan region a woman of pagan 
background came to the Lord as a genuine believer to request 
help for her child. How long she had known the Lord and 
how she had come to know him, we don’t know. But pre-
sumably she had come to believe earlier that Jesus was the 
Messiah promised of old to Israel, for she addressed him as 
“Lord, Son of David.” Her faith in him appears no less from 
her petition: “Have mercy on me . . .; my daughter is severely 
oppressed by a demon.” Taking into account the use of the 
same Greek word for “severely” (kakōs), this mother wanted 
to say the same thing about her daughter as the father said in 
17:15 about his son: “He suffers terribly.”

When the Lord Jesus did not answer the woman and she 
kept on crying out (evident from the Greek word used), the 
disciples asked Jesus to dismiss the woman because they 
were bothered by her shouting. But it is difficult to deter-
mine whether the disciples meant that Jesus should simply 
send her away or that Jesus should quickly give her what she 
wanted, namely, the healing of her daughter. The answer Je-
sus gave leads us to choose for the second: “I was sent only 
to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (v. 24). Jesus had 
mentioned that his calling was restricted to Israel when he 
sent out the Twelve (10:5–6) and at that point had spoken 
not simply about preaching the gospel but also about healing 
the sick, raising the dead, cleansing lepers, and expelling evil 
spirits (10:8).

No matter, the woman persevered. She came up close to 
Jesus, fell down respectfully in front of him more than once 
(evident from the Greek word used), and repeated her request 
for help. But Jesus answered her in the same way he had spo-
ken to the disciples earlier, with the difference that in response 
to the woman Jesus used a metaphor that described the sit-
uation in somewhat friendly terms. He said that it was not 
appropriate to throw the children’s food to the dogs (v. 26). 
The Lord was not talking about dogs like the strays living in 
the city (Ps. 59:6, 14), but of the smaller animals that people 
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had in their homes. This flattering metaphor pointed to the 
great privilege that Israel enjoyed in contrast to the Gentiles, 
namely, being accepted as children (Rom. 9:4).

The woman humbly acknowledged that Jesus was right. 
She did indeed belong not to the Israelites, to the children, 
but to the Gentiles, whom people in Israel occasionally de-
scribed insultingly as dogs. Nevertheless, she found some-
thing in Jesus’s own metaphor that gave her the courage to 
keep imploring him: “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the 
crumbs that fall from their masters’ table” (v. 27).

Jesus praised this woman’s declaration of faith very highly 
and immediately consented to her request. At that very mo-
ment her daughter was healed.

In the Decapolis Jesus Heals Many Sick and Feeds 
a Large Multitude (15:29–39)

Jesus could no less refrain from having compassion on the Ca-
naanite woman in the region of Tyre and Sidon than he could 
refrain from showing mercy to the multitude in the region 
outside of Galilee where a number of Israelites still lived. We 
are referring to the Decapolis (see 4:25). According to Mark 
7:31 the Lord traveled here without traveling through Jewish 
territory (“through Sidon to the Sea of Galilee”). Matthew 
15:29 means the same thing.

Once he arrived at a location along the sea where he could 
sit down against a bluff, he did so, though we don’t know 
whether he did so with the intention of teaching the multitude 
once again (cf. 5:1; 13:2). If so, then the great mass of people 
who came to Jesus to receive healing for their sick prevented 
him from teaching. At least we are told nothing about Jesus 
having preached at this time. We are told of the crowd’s deep 
amazement at the great number of healings by Jesus. When 
we read next that they “glorified the God of Israel,” that leads 
us to presume that people expressed themselves this way in 
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contrast to the half-pagan population of the Decapolis. But 
we read nothing regarding any acknowledgment that Jesus 
was the promised Messiah who would take our diseases upon 
himself (Isa. 53:4; Matt. 11:4–5).

Nevertheless Jesus demonstrated his compassion to the 
multitude by not allowing them to leave without having been 
fed. He discussed this with his disciples, but unfortunately 
they showed that they had not yet learned from the feeding 
of the five thousand (14:13–21) to expect from Jesus a miracu-
lous feeding now as well. However, the Lord once again sup-
plied food for many mouths, young and old, four thousand 
men, not counting women and children—superabundantly. 
The leftover pieces filled seven large baskets. Later, people 
let the apostle Paul down over a wall in Damascus in just 
such a basket (spyris, Acts 9:25). The multitude that experi-
enced the first miraculous feeding was probably en route and 
had small travel baskets with them (it was about the time of 
Passover), whereas the multitude in Matthew 15 had left with-
out food provisions, and thus people needed to use baskets 
borrowed from a few nearby farms located in that isolated 
place to gather the leftover pieces. After this second mirac-
ulous feeding Jesus went by boat to Magadan, probably the 
same place as Magadal or Magdala, an important city on the 
western shore of the sea, the birthplace of Mary Magdalene.

Once Again Jesus Is Asked by the Pharisees and 
Sadducees to Show Them a Sign from Heaven 
(16:1–4)

It was all too obvious that once again Jesus was back in gen-
uinely Jewish territory, for once again (just like earlier, Matt. 
12:38) he encountered Jewish leaders who demanded that he 
produce a sign from heaven in order to prove his divine com-
mission. This time they constituted a group made up of Phar-
isees and Sadducees. These fellows were otherwise absolute 
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opponents of each other. We discussed the Pharisees in con-
nection with Matthew 12:38, and we read in Matthew 22:23 
and Acts 23:8 that the Sadducees believed in the existence 
neither of angels nor of spirits. The Pharisees did. But now 
that they were both opposed to Jesus, the Pharisees joined 
hands with the Sadducees.

In answer to their disingenuous question, they received 
from Jesus a brief reprimand. Why didn’t they use their eyes? 
They used them every morning and evening when they looked 
to the sky to see what kind of weather was in store for them! 
But they refused to use their eyes when it came to the signs 
that were being demonstrated in their day, when Jesus was 
performing the kind of miracles that the prophets foretold 
would be done by the Messiah. Recall the answer that Jesus 
sent back to John the Baptist (11:5).

Jesus spoke these words in verses 2–3 to the Pharisees and 
Sadducees, but nothing more. He followed with a few words 
about them, words spoken to his disciples. “An evil and adul-
terous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to 
it except the sign of Jonah” (v. 4).

The Lord was calling this kind of people evil, bad because 
he saw the dishonest intention behind their request. If Jesus 
did not fulfill their demand, they could easily appeal to this 
over against the people when they questioned the genuineness 
of Jesus’s calling. He performed miracles, but was the power 
for that coming from God or Satan? Surely not from Satan, 
for then the same could be said of Moses (to whom they mis-
takenly ascribed the manna, John 6:32), Joshua (Josh. 10:12), 
Elijah (1 Kgs. 18:38), and Isaiah (Isa. 38:8).

Jesus called their conduct not only evil but adulterous as 
well, just as someone who violates his marriage vow is acting 
adulterously. Similarly, the majority of leaders of the Jewish 
people were behaving adulterously, because although they saw 
very clearly that God was busy fulfilling his ancient promise of 
the covenant with Israel (namely, to bring forth the Messiah), 
they nevertheless denied the undeniable facts and proofs.
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Later the Jewish leaders received a divine sign in the death 
and resurrection of Christ from the grave (just as Jonah had 
come from the sea monster), a sign told them by their own 
guards (stationed at Jesus’s tomb), and certified later by the 
testimony of many eye- and earwitnesses. But the majority of 
them refused to believe that sign.

Jesus Warns His Disciples of the Influence 
of the Pharisees and Sadducees (16:5–12)

According to the conclusion of the previous Scripture pas-
sage, Jesus definitively left the Pharisees and Sadducees, and 
according to this Scripture passage, he left once again with 
his disciples for the other side of the sea. Away! But during 
the trip to the other side he talked more with his disciples 
about the vicious Jewish leaders, warning them about “the 
leaven” of these leaders (v. 6). We know from the subsequent 
narrative (v. 12) that with the word leaven Jesus was referring 
to “the teaching” of the Pharisees and Sadducees. Jesus was 
using a metaphor not unfamiliar to Jewish ears. For exam-
ple, during the month of Abib, Israel was to eat nothing but 
unleavened bread and had to remove all leaven from their 
homes. The word leaven or yeast can therefore easily serve as 
a figure for a doctrine, a principle, an opinion that influences 
living, whether in a unfavorable sense, as here in verses 5–12 
(in 1 Cor. 5:6 and Gal. 5:9 as well), or in a favorable sense, as 
in Matthew 13:33.

The disciples, however, understood Jesus’s metaphor dif-
ferently, namely, as a brief reference to bread, and specifically 
bread that came from the house of the Pharisees and Sad-
ducees. And because they themselves had forgotten to take 
along enough bread—Mark mentions that they had taken 
only one loaf (8:14)—they concluded that Jesus’s warning 
meant that he was displeased that they had not taken along 
enough bread.
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When they were mumbling together about this, the Lord 
Jesus showed his disappointment at such lack of faith in him, 
of trust in him. Had they not yet learned, having been un-
der his care, not to be concerned about their sustenance? Did 
they not remember the two miraculous multiplications of 
food, and how abundant those had been, in view of the bags 
and baskets filled with leftover pieces?

This turned on a light for the disciples. With the word 
leaven their Teacher had not been referring to bread, and 
therefore not to the bread of the Pharisees and Sadducees, 
but to “the teaching” of these leaders who were respected far 
too highly in Israel. But the disciples needed to avoid every 
effect arising from the influence of these blind guides.

As Messiah, Jesus Is Hindered by Peter (16:13–20)

This Scripture passage is closely connected to this confession 
of Peter. The beginning, middle, and conclusion are all re-
lated to it.

The beginning of this passage (vv. 13–15)
In this beginning section Matthew makes two introduc-

tory comments. The first is in verse 13a. Jesus had left the 
Pharisees and scribes, and traveled with his disciples to the 
other side, landing (according to Mark 8:22) at Bethsaida, 
close to where the Jordan River flowed into the Sea of Gal-
ilee. From there he went northwards to the region of Cae-
sarea Philippi. This place had been named in distinction 
from Caesarea, situated on the coast of the Mediterranean 
Sea. It was not in the territory governed by Herod Antipas 
(14:1), but in that territory governed by Herod Philip, after 
whom Caesarea Philippi had been named. That city was in a 
completely Gentile region. That is why the Lord Jesus went 
there: with an eye to things that would be happening. Peter 
would confess him as Messiah and Jesus would receive that 
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confession in the hearing of his twelve disciples, but here the 
danger of nationalistic sensation among the people would be 
far less prominent.

The second comment is found in verses 13b–15. Here the 
Lord Jesus asked his disciples, “Who do people say that the 
Son of Man is?” At 8:20 we saw that the phrase “son of man” 
(or ESV “Son of Man”) occasionally means the same as “the 
undersigned” or as our personal pronoun I. In Mark 8:27 we 
read simply: “Who do people say that I am?” and in Luke 
9:18, “Who do the crowds say that I am?”

At that point the disciples told Jesus what they had heard 
people say. Some people thought Jesus was John the Baptist 
(who had risen from the dead, cf. 14:2), others thought he was 
Elijah (cf. 17:10), and still others thought he was Jeremiah or 
one of the other prophets. Of course, our Savior had asked 
the question not out of ignorance, for he knew the hearts of 
people (John 2:25), but in order to prepare his disciples for 
his next question: “But who do you [plural] say that I am?”

The middle of this passage (vv. 16–19)
In this middle section Matthew tells us Peter’s answer to 

Jesus’s second question (v. 16), and how Jesus responded to 
that answer (vv. 17–19).

Not all of the disciples answered this second question, 
but only Peter. According to Matthew, he replied, “You are 
the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Matthew reports Pe-
ter’s answer more fully than Mark and Luke. Mark reports 
only that Peter answered, “You are the Christ” (Mark 8:29), 
and Luke tells us that Peter stated that Jesus was “the Christ 
of God” (Luke 9:20). All three Gospel writers agree in sub-
stance. According to all three, Peter confessed our Savior to 
be the Messiah (Christ), but Luke adds “the Messiah of God,” 
and Matthew, “the Son of the living God.” Matthew not only 
tells us that the confession about the Messiah being the Son 
of God came only from Peter’s mouth and not the other dis-
ciples; he also tells us something else Peter said, namely, that 
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God was the living God. This was entirely different from the 
gods that the pagans so often spoke about, as here in Cae-
sarea Philippi. This place was originally called Paneas, be-
cause it featured a temple in honor of the god Pan. Perhaps 
Peter was playing off that. The pagan gods were just as dead 
as the images of wood, stone, or metal that people had man-
ufactured for them, but Israel’s God, Yahweh, was the living 
God. In the book of Daniel Yahweh is frequently called the 
living God. Jesus was the Son of this living God.

According to verses 17–19 the single response of Jesus to 
Peter consisted of three elements.

First, according to verse 17, Jesus said to his disciple, 
“Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has 
not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.”

Jesus addressed his disciple with the name Simon Bar-Jo-
nah. This strikes us as strange, because we always identify 
this apostle as Peter. Perhaps the Lord Jesus had invented the 
name earlier, but then it was merely an invention (John 1:42). 
In any case, at Caesarea Philippi—thus when the conclusion 
of Jesus’s work in Galilee was at hand (Matt. 19:1)—the apos-
tle is addressed by his Master as Simon Bar-Jonah (bar is Ar-
amaic for “son of”).

The reason that Jesus pronounces him blessed was that he 
owed his confession of Jesus as the Messiah sent from God 
not to other people (“flesh and blood,” see also Gal. 1:16), for 
example, Jewish nationalists, but to no one less than Jesus’s 
own Father in heaven. He had revealed this knowledge to him.

Verse 18 tells us of Jesus’s second response. Jesus fulfilled 
his promise to Simon Bar-Jonah, recorded in John 1:42, by 
giving him the name Peter. Actually Jesus gave him the Ara-
maic name Kephas (Cephas). This appears in later parts of the 
New Testament (1 Cor. 1:12 and Gal. 2:9). But Matthew wrote 
Greek and translated the Aramaic name Kephas into that lan-
guage as Petros. Later, under the influence of Latin, this name 
Petros was changed again to Peter. We now consider this his 
usual name, as here in verse 18: “And I tell you, you are Peter, 
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and on this petra I will build my church, and the gates of hell 
shall not prevail against it.”

Nevertheless, even though we use the Latinized name Pe-
ter, we have all noticed the word play: petra, Petros. These 
are two Greek words. The first means “rock” and is a fem-
inine-gender word that could not be used as a first or last 
name for a man. So the masculine form came into existence. 
This explains why in connection with the words “and on 
this petra I will build my church” we need to understand the 
phrase “this petra” to refer to Peter. Indeed, after the Lord’s 
ascension this apostle did occupy the place of preeminence 
among the apostles (Acts 1:15; 2:14; 10:19; 15:7). The church 
was indeed built on the foundation of the apostles and proph-
ets (Eph. 2:20), but Peter was esteemed among his equals as 
the first, the spokesman, the one who went first. To him and 
to no other apostle was the name Petros given. “He is called 
in terms of what all apostles and prophets are for the church 
that Christ built upon them” (J. van Bruggen, Ambten in de 
apostolische kerk [Offices in the Apostolic Church], p. 57).

The ascription of the name Petros is followed with a prom-
ise: “The gates of hell shall not prevail against it [Christ’s 
church].” For our word “church” Matthew uses the Greek 
word ekklēsia. This word could be used in Greek to refer to 
the gathering of people (Acts 19:32, 39). The Septuagint 
uses it to render the Hebrew word qahal, the assembly of the 
church, mostly in reference to the elders called out from her 
midst. In the New Testament it appears at times in reference 
to Christ’s church in its entirety (1 Cor. 1:2; Gal. 1:2). Here 
in verse 18 the Lord Jesus was referring to the church in the 
former sense. He compares it with a house, a house built on 
a rock (cf. Matt. 7:24). This church would not be overpow-
ered by “the gates of hell.” In Greek it says “the gates of Ha-
des,” a metaphor appearing in Scripture with reference to the 
power of natural death (Ps. 9:13; 107:18; Isa. 38:10). With this 
the Lord Jesus had in view the persecutions that would come 
upon Christians.
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In verse 19 we find the third element of Jesus’s response to 
Peter’s confession. Jesus concluded with this promise: “I will 
give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you 
bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you 
loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”

This promise was given to Peter. Jesus repeatedly used the 
singular. But this same promise was given later to all the apos-
tles (Matt. 18:18).

The words bind and loose lead us to think about the 
rabbinic prohibiting and permitting (’asar and hittir). The 
meaning is this: what you will have forbidden on earth will 
be forbidden in heaven (i.e., with God), and what you will 
have permitted on earth will be permitted in heaven (i.e., 
with God). Peter, and later the other apostles, received the 
authority to make binding pronouncements. These are the 
keys of the kingdom of heaven. They consist of a totality of 
orienting declarations about what people must believe and 
not believe, must do and not do. By this means of apostolic 
teaching the apostles would open heaven for their hearers. 
And that is exactly what happened on the day of Pentecost 
(Acts 2:22–34, 36, 38–40). That is also what happened with 
the decree of the apostles and elders (Acts 15). Some be-
lieved that there was no salvation for those who were not 
circumcised (15:1). However, the apostles, together with the 
elders, made the binding declaration that this circumcision 
was unnecessary (15:23–29), and the church rejoiced about 
this word of encouragement (15:31). We find a clear echo of 
the saying about the keys in connection with the apostolic 
authority in terms of doctrine in 2 Peter 1:10–11: “Therefore, 
brothers, be all the more diligent to confirm your calling and 
election, for if you practice these qualities you will never fall. 
For in this way there will be richly provided for you an entrance 
into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” 
(italics added).
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The conclusion of this passage (v. 20)
That conclusion goes like this: “Then he strictly charged 

the disciples to tell no one that he was the Christ.”
Matthew devotes not a single word of explanation to this 

emphatic prohibition of our Savior. Why? It was unnecessary. 
For he will immediately tell us that from this point forward 
Jesus began to show his disciples that he was a Messiah who 
had to suffer and die. And see what difficulty his so highly priv-
ileged disciple Peter had with that (16:22). What then was to 
be expected from the masses of the Jews? This explains the 
order of silence.

Jesus Begins to Speak Openly about His Suffering 
(16:21–28)

The word openly is borrowed from Mark 8:32 (ASV). Up to 
this point Jesus has spoken about his suffering only seldom 
and in covert terms (Matt. 9:15; 10:38). But after Peter’s con-
fession of Jesus as the Messiah and after Jesus’s acceptance 
of that confession, that is about to change. Jesus is going to 
speak quite extensively about his suffering. He informs his 
disciples, for example, that his suffering is necessary. As we 
look at this after the fact, we know that behind it lies his Fa-
ther’s plan (Luke 24:26; Acts 2:23). Jesus also indicates that 
this suffering will mean that he must go to Jerusalem where 
he will endure intense suffering at the hands of Israel’s high-
est deliberative assembly, the Sanhedrin, which consists of el-
ders, prominent priests, and scribes. Jesus even mentions that 
he will be put to death, although at the same time he indicates 
that on the third day he will again be raised.

Jesus’s unvarnished foretelling of all those details about 
his suffering was too troubling for Peter. He thought he 
needed to take Jesus aside and have a serious conversation 
with him about the words he had said, wishing as well that 
God might show pity to Jesus so that this suffering would not 
overtake him (v. 22).
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But Jesus summarily rejected Peter’s purpose of drawing 
Jesus back from the path of suffering. He did so with words 
that remind us immediately of his rebuke of Satan after the 
latter’s third attempted temptation (4:10). To the very same 
Peter whom he had shortly before called a rock Jesus now 
said that he was a stumbling block that confronted Jesus with 
the danger of falling down on the path of obedience. To this 
he added a clear explanation, since Peter was thinking about 
the task of God’s Messiah differently than God had revealed 
in his Word, thinking humanly, carnally, fundamentally the 
same way as the masses of the Jews, from the highest to the 
lowest, who desired a messiah-king apart from humiliation, 
suffering, and death (v. 23).

Apparently the conversation between Jesus and Peter 
had been rather loud. The other disciples could at least have 
surmised the words of Jesus’s response to Peter, since in his 
expansion of that response the Lord spoke about suffering, 
though now about the suffering of his disciples. We find that 
in verses 24–28.

In order to properly understand Jesus’s words about the 
suffering of his disciples, we must know that at the time Jesus 
lived on earth, death on a cross was a rather common and 
therefore familiar punishment. For example, everyone knew 
that anyone condemned to death on a cross had to carry his 
own cross to the place of execution. Referring to that fact, Je-
sus said to his disciples: “If anyone would come after me, let 
him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (v. 24). 
The expressions “come after me” and “follow me” meant “to 
become a disciple of Jesus” (Matt. 8:18–22). So then, being 
a disciple of Jesus could cost a person his life; indeed, one 
might be sentenced to the disreputable death on a cross. A 
disciple of Jesus could end up carrying the cross on which he 
had to die to the place of execution. That’s the cost he might 
have to pay for following Jesus.

But was not this asking too much? No, for these three 
reasons, each introduced by “for” (vv. 25, 26, and 27). Three 
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warnings. Anyone who wants to save his psychē (person, life; 
cf. 10:28) will lose it, but whoever loses his psychē (person, 
life) for Jesus’s sake will find it (v. 25). The meaning is that 
anyone who supposes he can be saved without confessing Je-
sus, but instead denies him, will on the day of days be con-
demned on account of that denial. But the one who sacrifices 
himself for Jesus’s sake will on the last day receive eternal life.

Isn’t this obvious? What would it profit a man if he gained 
the whole world but lost his psychē (person, life)? Or what 
will a man give in exchange for his psychē (person, life; v. 26)? 
What is the benefit if I gain the whole world but in the pro-
cess lose myself?

Is that possible?
Yes it is, for the Son of Man will come in the glory of his 

Father, with his angels, and at that time he will reward ev-
eryone according to their deeds (v. 27). The same Lord Jesus 
who is going to suffer and die will rise again and be exalted 
to the right hand of God in order later to appear as judge of 
the living and the dead.

But was this prediction of the future exaltation of this 
same Jesus who would have before been so deeply humiliated 
too difficult to believe?

The Lord Jesus provided an emphatic assurance in con-
nection with this prediction with these words: “Truly [amēn] 
I say to you: there are some standing here who will not taste 
death until they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom” 
(v. 28). In this verse the Lord had in view the punishment 
on Jerusalem that was to occur within approximately 40 
years (“this generation”), about which we read in places like 
Matthew 23:36 and 24:34 (cf. Luke 21:22–24). At that point 
people would see before their eyes that Jesus was no longer 
humiliated but exalted to the heavenly throne, several effects 
of which would be observable on earth. Indeed, not every 
Christian would need to die a martyr’s death for Jesus, and 
those continuing to live would observe with trepidation Je-
sus’s kingship on earth.
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Jesus Receives Honor and Glory from God 
on the Mountain (17:1–13)

In this passage Matthew narrates what in Greek is called 
a horama.

What is a horama? Here is an example. When the apostle 
Peter was awakened during the night of his imprisonment 
by an angel, and the chains fell off his wrists, and such, at 
first he did not realize that what the angel had done was real, 
but thought he was seeing a vision (Acts 12:9). The Greek 
word for “vision” is horama. It is this word that Matthew also 
uses as he tells us here that the Lord Jesus provisionally com-
manded his disciples to tell nobody anything about what had 
happened on the mountain (v. 9). We need to take this into 
account as we read this story. A vision is like a dream. In a 
vision things can occur that we would consider impossible 
if we were fully conscious. But we can sometimes remember 
such a dream for a long time! That’s how it went with Peter 
in terms of the horama of Matthew 17:1–13. Years later he was 
still writing about it, in 2 Peter 1:16–18. Our heading above is 
borrowed from that passage.

What occurred in Matthew 17:1–13 happened, accord-
ing to Matthew and Mark, “six days later,” and according to 
Luke, “about eight days after these sayings” (surely this was 
reckoned according to a method of counting whereby people 
included the day before and the day after the six-day period). 
In any case, all three Gospel writers connect this with what 
precedes, with Jesus’s first announcement of his impending 
suffering (16:21–28). All of them also tell us that the Lord 
Jesus retreated in solitude with Peter, John, and James by tak-
ing them up a high mountain. Jesus took these same disciples 
along with him on other occasions (v. 1; see Mark 5:37, to 
Jairus’s daughter; Matt. 26:37, in Gethsemane).

According to Luke, during his prayer the Savior changed 
in appearance before the eyes of the disciples, his face shone 
like the sun, and his clothing became white like the light 
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(v. 2). The disciples also saw Moses and Elijah speaking with 
Jesus (v. 3). Luke adds that these two men appeared in glory 
as they talked with Jesus about his exodus that he would com-
plete in Jerusalem (Luke 9:31).

All of this together made such an impression on the disci-
ples that Peter, for example, became confused and proposed 
to the Lord Jesus that the three disciples should provide three 
tents: one for the Lord, one for Moses, and one for Elijah. Ap-
parently, the glorification on the mountain occurred during 
the night, for Luke tells us that the disciples were sleepy 
(9:32), surely due to the long mountain climb. Peter had in 
mind the kind of lean-to made of branches that people used 
for spending the night in vineyards. When Mark writes that 
Peter did not know what to say because they were all very 
afraid (Mark 9:6), the word he uses (apekrithē) does not imply 
responding to a question, but to a situation. Luke says that he 
did not know what he was saying (9:33).

As Peter was still speaking, they all (all six? or all except 
the disciples?) were covered by an illuminated cloud, and a 
voice sounded from heaven, saying: “This is my Son, the be-
loved, in whom I take delight; listen to him!” God spoke the 
same words after Jesus had humbled himself in baptism in the 
Jordan (Matt. 3:17), except at that time he did not say, “Listen 
to him!”

When they perceived God’s voice, the disciples threw 
themselves to the ground in fear, covering their faces. Then 
Jesus came to them, touched them, and told them to stand up 
and not be afraid anymore. Then he opened their eyes, and 
they saw no one else but Jesus (v. 8).

This is what we read in the first part of this passage (vv. 
1–8). From this we may infer that by means of this horama 
God wanted to strengthen our Savior for his task. From this 
he could be convinced that the path he was walking was 
pleasing to God, because it corresponded with his plan of 
salvation as that had been prophesied about by Moses and 
the prophets. We too may learn from this story that by this 
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horama God wanted to encourage the disciples to faithfulness 
toward Jesus, whose path would soon lead to the commonly 
despised death on a cross.

The second part of this passage (vv. 9–13) contains a re-
port of the conversation that occurred between Jesus and the 
three disciples as they descended the mountain.

In the first place, the disciples received the command not 
to talk about the horama until the Son of Man (equivalent to 
saying “until I”; cf. 8:20) had been resurrected from the dead 
(v. 9). In Mark we read that the disciples discussed that mat-
ter of resurrection from the dead, but we do not read that they 
asked Jesus for further explanation about that.

In verses 10–13 we read something different, namely, that 
the disciples asked Jesus a question about Elijah. They had 
heard the scribes say, probably in connection with the Scrip-
ture reading in the synagogue, that Elijah had to come first 
(before the Messiah). Why did the scribes say that (v. 10)? 
The disciples would have heard the scribes talk about this 
after the reading of Malachi 4:5–6. They would have recalled 
this passage during the preceding night when they saw and 
heard Elijah in the horama. This explains their question in 
verse 10.

The Lord Jesus answered their question by saying that the 
comments of the scribes about a coming of Elijah for the res-
toration (conversion) of Israel were entirely correct (v. 11), ex-
cept that the coming of Elijah had already occurred. The Lord 
was referring to the activity of John the Baptist (more about 
this in connection with 11:13–15). But people had treated John 
shamefully. And people would do the same with the Son of 
Man (Jesus himself; v. 12).

Then the disciples understood that the Lord Jesus was re-
ferring to the activity of John the Baptist as the fulfillment of 
the prophecy about Elijah’s coming (v. 13).

9. Concluding Work in Galilee
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Jesus Heals a Boy Who Was Possessed (17:14–21)

Although the Lord Jesus was busy gradually concluding his 
work in Galilee, he did not want to abandon the people there 
all at once. That is what this story shows. When our Savior 
had come down from the mountain of glorification, he saw 
a throng of people there. Matthew writes about this very 
briefly and omits a number of details that are mentioned by 
Mark (9:14–21) and by Luke (9:37–43a). According to them, 
the crowd had gathered around the nine disciples who were 
left behind. These had ended up in the middle of the crowd, 
among whom were several scribes quarreling with them, ap-
parently because the disciples were not able to heal a boy with 
lunacy, who according to Mark 9:25 was also a deaf mute. The 
boy’s father had brought him to the disciples with no result. 
Did the scribes know that Jesus had given his disciples power 
to cast out demons and to heal various diseases? And now 
look at them!

When Jesus had approached, it was quickly seen who the 
father of the boy was. The man went to Jesus, fell on his knees 
before him, and begged him to take pity on his son (Luke 
adds that he was an only child, 9:38). The lad probably had 
suffered seizures (cf. Matt. 4:24) from the time of his infancy 
(Mark 9:21). But at the same time he was possessed by an 
evil spirit who tried to throw him sometimes into the fire and 
other times into the water. The term lunacy would have been 
the popular description of the boy’s sickness, referring to ep-
ilepsy, suffering seizures.

So there was Jesus, just after the glorification on the 
mountain, facing a crowd of people engaged in and listen-
ing to an argument about the impotence of the nine disciples 
of Jesus and, by extension, the impotence of Jesus himself. 
This explains why the Lord sighed deeply (using words that 
make us think of Deut. 32:5 and 20): “O faithless and twisted 
generation, how long am I to be with you? How long am I 
to bear with you?” Nevertheless, Jesus wanted to show these 
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quarreling and quarrelsome members of his people a demon-
stration of his genuine messiahship. He told them, “Bring 
[plural] him here to me” (v. 17).

According to Mark and Luke the evil spirit began at that 
point to attack the boy more and more severely, so that the 
poor lad rolled on the ground, convulsing and foaming at 
the mouth. Matthew omits this detail and others, and moves 
immediately to telling us about the rescue of the father and 
his child. Jesus rebuked the evil spirit so that it left the boy. 
From that moment on, the boy was healed (v. 18).

When the disciples were alone with Jesus afterward—ac-
cording to Mark, in a house—they asked him why they had 
been unable to heal the lad. The Lord answered them: “Be-
cause of your little faith” (v. 20). We should not lump all the 
disciples together with the entire crowd of people. They were 
not unbelieving; rather, they did not sufficiently believe. They 
had not trusted God with sufficient perseverance.

Finally, on the occasion of this event, the Lord Jesus gave 
his disciples yet another promise for the future, a promise 
that sounded like an oath. Its first word was amēn (cf. 16:28), 
“truly.” Then the Lord said that even if their trust in God were 
only as large as a mustard seed, they would still be able to tell 
this mountain (did Jesus point to the mount of glorification?) 
“move from here,” and it would move. Indeed, “nothing will 
be impossible for you” (v. 20).

Our Savior had spoken often in this remarkable manner, 
concerning what his apostles would be able to perform in 
faith. With faith they would be able to move not only a moun-
tain (Paul spoke of such mountain-moving faith in 1 Cor. 13:2) 
but also a fig tree (Matt. 21:21) or a mulberry tree (Luke 17:6). 
The Lord repeatedly made use of examples close at hand.

According to some manuscripts, verse 21 is to be omit-
ted from the Gospel of Matthew, leading some translators to 
place it within brackets. But according to other manuscripts 
it belongs to the Gospel of Matthew. In any case, it does be-
long in Mark 9:29. There it forms part of Jesus’s answer to the 
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disciples’ question as to why they were unable to cast out that 
evil spirit. Jesus answered by saying that it was due to the dis-
ciples themselves: they had not believed enough to ask, and 
against this kind of creature, that is, against the demons, no 
means other than persevering prayer are effective.

Jesus Again Foretells to His Disciples That He 
Will Suffer and Die (17:22–23)

After the preceding events, which occurred in Galilee in view 
of the scribes, Jesus did not depart again to visit any region 
outside Israel’s borders, but stayed in Galilee. Already while 
in Galilee Jesus had dealt as little as possible with people out-
side the circle of his disciples, as we learn from Mark 9:30–31. 
There he spoke for the second time about his suffering, death, 
and resurrection. In view of the manner in which Matthew 
narrates this, Jesus foretold these in such a way that the em-
phasis was placed on the certainty of these events. It’s really 
going to happen!

There are some other things in Jesus’s words that are strik-
ing. He said that the Son of Man would be betrayed into the 
hands of men. In these words we are struck first by the mean-
ing of the phrase “the Son of Man,” especially when this time 
we cannot equate that phrase with “I” as we could other times 
(see 8:20), but as a reference to the soon-to-be-exalted Son of 
God. Then we can better understand that as Mark (9:30, 32) 
and Luke (9:43–45) report, the disciples did not understand 
their Master and did not dare ask him for further explanation. 
They had not forgotten the rebuke Peter had received. But 
then Matthew reports somewhat more briefly than Mark and 
Luke, though mentioning that the disciples were “very sad.” 
Think about that. Betrayed into the hands of men! Who? 
God’s own Son. Up to this point God had not tolerated that. 
But now he—God’s own Son himself—is saying that it would 
really and surely happen.
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Afterward we know, thanks to the teaching of the apostle 
Paul in Romans 8:32, that God “did not spare his own Son 
but gave him up for us all.” That single sentence can silence 
us even today.

Jesus Pays the Temple Tax (17:24–27)

This event also happened in Galilee, for Jesus was near the 
Sea of Galilee and specifically in Capernaum. It was here that 
men who collected the temple tax had asked Peter, “Doesn’t 
your Master pay the two-drachma tax?” The “didrachma” had 
become a technical term. It literally meant “double drachma,” 
and was a half shekel; two didrachmas was a stater. Here 
what is meant is not the half shekel of silver that every young 
man had to pay only once in his life, when he turned twenty 
years old, although this contribution went for supporting the 
worship as well (Exod. 30:11–16; 38:25–28), but the annual 
tax mentioned in Nehemiah 10:32–33, originally a third of a 
shekel, later a half shekel.

Peter answered the men’s question affirmatively. But when 
he came home, Jesus—who showed that he knew everything 
about the conversation between Peter and those men—led Pe-
ter to understand that Jesus’s payment for the temple was not 
something that was automatic. Just as the son of the king did 
not need to pay taxes to his father, so Jesus actually did not 
need to pay taxes for the temple, the house of God his Father.

But Jesus did not want to give offense to the collectors of 
the temple tax, and therefore he commanded Peter to go to 
the lake and throw a fishhook into the water. Then he would 
find a stater in the mouth of the first fish he caught. That 
would be exactly enough to pay the temple tax for Jesus and 
for himself (a stater was a shekel).

In this way, Jesus showed his humility and simultaneously 
maintained his divine Sonship.

9. Concluding Work in Galilee
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Jesus Answers the Disciples’ Question 
about Who the Greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven 
Is by Showing Them a Child (18:1–4)

Matthew connects this Scripture passage with the preceding 
by means of a word (hōra) that can have the general mean-
ing of “time” as well as the special meaning of “moment” or 
“hour.” According to Mark 9:33–37, en route to Capernaum 
the disciples were discussing with each other who was the 
greatest. According to Luke 9:46–48 the specific question in-
volved “which of them was the greatest.” From the question 
formulated in Matthew’s account we can infer that the disci-
ples wanted to hear from Jesus himself who was “the greatest 
in the kingdom of heaven” (v. 1).

Jesus answered that question not by mentioning the name 
of one of them, but by calling a child to himself, by placing 
that child in their midst, and by saying, “Truly [amēn], unless 
you repent and become like children, you will certainly not 
enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever considers himself to 
be like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” 
(cf. vv. 2–4).

This answer of the Lord Jesus is praiseworthy for more 
than one reason. First, it is praiseworthy because of its clarity. 
The Savior was giving clear teaching, understandable to ev-
erybody. In the company of big people, small children sooner 
become bashful and shy rather than arrogant. But the answer 
was also a serious warning. It prompted the disciples to look 
first not at others with a critical eye, but at themselves. And at 
the same time, the answer was comforting. In God’s eye every-
one who fears him with respect is never too insignificant and 
too unimportant. Read the Sermon on the Mount. “Blessed 
are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” 
(Matt. 5:3; Luke 6:20).
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Jesus Urges His Disciples to Care for the Little 
Lambs (18:5–14)

In close connection with his recent visual instruction—a child 
in their midst—the Lord Jesus directed his disciples to their 
task with respect to “the little ones.” He no longer used this 
phrase to refer to children, but to those adult people who 
were not very important, just like that child, but who humbly 
believed in God. The disciples received the mandate to watch 
out on their behalf, seeing to it that such little ones (unim-
pressive believing people) did not end up stumbling on the 
path of obedience because of one temptation or another. The 
Lord impressed this mandate on their hearts for the following 
three reasons.

First, for his own sake (vv. 5–9)
If anyone would receive such a child (e.g., by displaying 

hospitality) for Jesus’s sake, then he would be demonstrating 
that virtue to Jesus himself. The same would be true for those 
little ones, those simple adult people who believed in Jesus. 
Jesus said that if one were to tempt one of these simple peo-
ple to fall away from the path of obedience (cf. 16:23b; that is 
what Satan had wanted to do with the Lord Jesus by making 
use of Peter), then it would be better for such a person to 
be drowned in a lake with a large millstone around his neck 
(vv. 5–6).

To this our Savior added a warning against seducing oth-
ers into sin. The entire world (i.e., all of human life) is full 
of such temptations. But the Lord has given this warning so 
that no one would cause such a temptation for another person 
(v. 7).

At the same time he gave this good advice (just as earlier, 
5:29–30): one would do better to give up something that he 
loved very much (for example, his hand, foot, or eye) rather 
than keeping and using it to lead another person to fall away, 
for which he would be cast into hell as punishment (vv. 8–9).
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Second, for the sake of the angels (vv. 10–11)
There was another reason why the Lord Jesus commanded 

his disciples to watch over “the little ones”—simple God-fear-
ers—rather than to ignore and minimize them. Anyone who 
did the latter would be conducting himself as an obvious op-
ponent of the angels, for God has mandated the angels to 
guard believers (Gen. 32:1; Ps. 91:11; Acts 12:15; Heb. 1:14). In 
order to perform that task, the angels always have access to 
God’s throne. And to his disciples the Lord Jesus referred to 
this God as “your heavenly Father” (v. 10 [most Greek manu-
scripts: “my heavenly Father”]).

Presumably, when he spoke these words, Jesus wanted to 
make his disciples sense a bit more why he was laying this 
obligation to care for the little ones so emphatically upon 
the hearts of his future apostles. This was because he him-
self, though being the Son of Man (cf. 8:20), deeply humbled 
himself to save the lost (v. 11). Since this verse is omitted in 
some manuscripts, but not in Luke 19:10, translators put it 
in brackets in some translations. But there are also reputable 
manuscripts from which this verse is not omitted.

Third, for the sake of our heavenly Father (vv. 12–14)
Continuing to hold before his disciples their task with re-

spect to “the little ones,” Jesus told them something about 
their heavenly Father. He had a heart for the little ones like 
a shepherd for his sheep. Imagine a shepherd who owned 
a hundred sheep. One day he notices that a single sheep is 
gone. It’s missing. At that point the shepherd would never 
think to himself, “Just let that sheep go, since I still have more 
than enough.” Rather, he leaves those other sheep, goes out 
to look for the one sheep, finds it, and is happier at that point 
with one than with all the others that he has not lost. Simi-
larly, our heavenly Father is by no means indifferent about 
a simple believer who is straying, but he desires that such a 
sheep be warned and rescued from destruction.
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Jesus Mandates That His Disciples Especially Care 
for the Salvation of Brothers Who Fall into Sin 
(18:15–20)

As we read this Scripture passage in the original language, we 
are immediately struck by the fact that, though it constitutes 
a unit, it consists of two different parts. In the first part (vv. 
15–17) the Lord Jesus is addressing one unidentified disciple 
of the twelve and uses the second person singular, but in the 
second part (vv. 18–20) he addresses all twelve disciples and 
uses the second person plural.

First part (vv. 15–17)
If one sheep of the flock gets lost, the shepherd of that 

flock is not unconcerned. Similarly, your Father in heaven 
does not want one of the simple believers to get lost, for he 
is very concerned about their salvation. That’s what the Lord 
Jesus said in verses 12–14. In the next verses he showed how 
that salvation can be obtained. He posits a situation in which 
one of his disciples hears or witnesses that his brother has 
fallen into sin. According to some manuscripts Jesus suppos-
edly added, “If your [singular] brother has sinned against you” 
(ESV). It makes little difference. The point is that the disciple 
who has experienced this must not abandon such a brother to 
his fate, but must try to convince him of his sin, doing so by 
means of a private conversation. Let us note, as an aside, that 
with this command our Savior is saying little more than the 
ancient command of Leviticus 19:17 (about correcting one’s 
fellow Israelite). He did add this: “between you and him.” 
If the disciple in view is able to convince the fallen brother 
such that he listens to him and repents from his sin, then he 
will have won his brother and rescued him from destruction 
(v. 15).

But the Lord Jesus went on to note that it was possible 
that his disciple might find that the brother who had fallen 
into sin gives no ear to his warning. In that case he must call 
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upon one or two others for help. According to the ancient 
rule in Israel (followed in judicial situations, Deut. 19:15), on 
the testimony of two or three witnesses a matter is established 
(v. 16).

If the fallen brother refuses to listen to them as well, the 
disciples in view must call upon the church for assistance. 
And if the sinner refuses to listen to the church as well, then 
the disciple must consider him as he would a Gentile and a 
tax collector (v. 17). There was access to Jesus for such people, 
but then they had to break with their sins.

Second part (vv. 18–20)
It is obvious from Jesus’s preceding words that he took 

seriously the possibility that difficulties might arise among 
those over whom he would soon be leaving his disciples as 
shepherds. This explains why he made these two promises. 
In order to assure them that they could trust firmly in those 
promises, he began with the word “truly” (amēn).

First promise (v. 18)
On this occasion the Lord Jesus gave to all the disciples the 
same promise that he had given Peter earlier (see 16:19b). Ev-
erything that they would bind (forbid) here on earth would be 
bound in heaven (by God), and everything that they would 
loose (permit) here on earth would be loosed in heaven.

Second promise (vv. 19–20)
Moreover, the Lord Jesus gave his disciples the promise that 
they would not be presenting such difficult matters in vain as 
they joined together in communal prayer to their heavenly 
Father. He would bestow upon them whatever they asked, 
probably wisdom for themselves, repentance on the part of 
an irascible sinner, and forgiveness for a penitent sinner. They 
can depend on this promise, even if as few as two or three of 
them gather and pray. Their heavenly Father will take into 
consideration that they are gathered and praying in Jesus’s 
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name, as disciples of Jesus (cf. John 16:23–24). What would 
he refuse to give his own Son?

Jesus Warns His Disciples about Unwillingness 
to Forgive (18:21–35)

“Then Peter came up to him.”
The word then will lead the reader to sense that what is 

about to be narrated, just as the preceding—the first and 
second announcements of suffering, the glorification on 
the mountain, and the instruction of the disciples about the 
greatest in the kingdom of heaven—had all happened before 
Jesus’s departure from Galilee (19:1). During the Galilean pe-
riod Peter came to Jesus with the question “Lord, how often 
will my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many 
as seven times?”

In the parallel passage (Luke 17:3–4) we read that the 
brother in question is sorrowful and has asked for forgive-
ness. Perhaps Matthew omits this as something that would 
be obvious. And because people have discovered in later rab-
binic manuscripts the prescription to forgive the neighbor 
three times but not a fourth time, people assume that Peter 
thought he was fully in line with Jesus’s far more mild instruc-
tion when he asked, “As many as seven times?”

Whatever the case may be, Jesus answered Peter: “I do not 
say to you seven times, but seventy-seven times.” People as-
sume that with this answer Jesus is alluding to Lamech’s rude 
language in Genesis 4:24 (where people are unsure whether it 
says seventy times seven or seventy-seven times). In any case, 
Jesus meant “infinitely often.” Jesus’s disciples may never lack 
the willingness to forgive (vv. 21–22).

None of them possessed the right ever to refuse to forgive 
his brother, a fact that Jesus showed with the parable of a king 
who called his servants to give account. One of them owed 
his master “ten thousand” talents. According to some the 
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translation “infinite number of talents” is preferable. Because 
he could not possibly repay that amount, his master com-
manded that he, his family, and all his possessions be sold. 
But because he fell on his knees and implored the master for 
patience, the king was generous: he not only returned his free-
dom to him, he even erased his enormous debt. This explains, 
moreover, why the king burst into anger when he learned that 
the same servant, right after his release, had turned against 
a fellow servant who owed him merely 100 denarii. Propor-
tionately that was a tiny amount, for a talent was worth 6,000 
denarii. This man had his fellow servant thrown into prison, 
though he too had implored his creditor for patience. All the 
other servants were distressed by this. And the king revoked 
his noble-hearted pardon (vv. 32–34).

Jesus followed this parable with a serious warning. “So 
also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you 
do not forgive your brother from your heart” (v. 35). Notice 
the plural. This warning applied not only to Peter, to whom 
the Lord had said that he must forgive his brother again and 
again. No, the Lord Jesus now added the warning that if his 
disciples did not obey that commandment, they themselves 
would not be able to expect God’s gracious forgiveness.



Jesus’s Final Appearance in 
Judea 

(Matt. 19–25)





Chapter 10

Traveling to Judea and 
Jerusalem 

(Matt. 19–20)

We see the conclusion of the first Gospel approaching. 
After this section we have the narrative about Jesus’s 

suffering, death, and resurrection in Jerusalem, and his return 
to Galilee, in Matthew 26–28.

For that reason, we are speaking here about Jesus’s final 
activity in Judea, because he had traveled in Judea earlier. 
Think only of his baptism in the Jordan and temptation by 
the devil in the wilderness and in Jerusalem.

In this chapter we will discuss Jesus’s travel to Judea, in 
Matthew 19–20, and in the next chapter we will consider his 
preaching in that region (Matt. 21–25).

According to Matthew 19:1–2, our Savior did not make 
this trip immediately after his departure from Galilee. He 
first crossed over the Jordan and spent some time on the east-
ern side of the river (v. 1), in a region called Perea, one that 
likely was not part of Judea. Pilgrims to Jerusalem preferred 
to travel through Perea rather than through Samaritan coun-
try. It seems a significant number of Judean people lived in 



174 Opening the Scriptures: Matthew

Perea, such that a large number soon gathered around Je-
sus. He instructed these people and healed their sick (v. 2; cf. 
Mark 10:1).

Jesus Answers Two Questions from Pharisees 
regarding Marriage (19:3–9)

An additional proof that Jesus was traveling through a region 
that bore somewhat of a Jewish character was the fact that 
Pharisees came to him there, and there he heard their ques-
tions that they set before him about divorce. The Pharisees 
were intending to “tempt” him with these. Matthew uses the 
same Greek word for this temptation as in 4:1, where he refers 
to the temptation of Jesus by the devil, for those people also 
wanted Jesus to say or do something wrong.

The Pharisees’ first question (vv. 3–6)
They began by asking our Lord Jesus whether it was per-

missible for a man to send his wife away for various reasons 
(v. 3). This question leads us to think of the condemnation 
Jesus pronounced earlier concerning the divorce practices of 
his day (Matt. 5:31–32). Then the Lord had disapproved of 
any divorce by a husband of his wife unless she had commit-
ted sexual immorality. Had the Pharisees heard something 
about this? In any case, the Lord Jesus did not engage the 
question but returned to what Scripture teaches about the 
creation of Adam and Eve (Gen. 1–2). God created Adam as 
a man and Eve as a woman (v. 4). Why did he create them 
this way? So that they would become one flesh, so that young 
people would leave their parents and would be and live to-
gether as one. Thus, what God has joined no man may sepa-
rate (vv. 5–6).

With this answer our Savior once again distanced himself 
entirely from the divorce practices around him.
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The Pharisees’ second question (vv. 7–9)
The Pharisees refused to be persuaded, however, but 

pushed further with a second question. Surely divorce can-
not be entirely prohibited, for otherwise why did Moses com-
mand that a certificate of divorce be given to a wife who was 
being banished by her husband! With this question they obvi-
ously had Deuteronomy 24:1–5 in view, as if Moses had com-
manded the giving of a divorce certificate in order to advocate 
divorce. He had done that, however, merely because some 
husbands in his day were just as hardhearted as the Pharisees 
in Jesus’s day. Moses did not invent the certificate of divorce, 
but once it came into existence he used it to protect the lives 
of wives against the unrighteousness of husbands. If one 
reads Deuteronomy 24:1–5 in the context of the entire book, 
one will see in fact that Moses was not talking at all about the 
seventh commandment, but about the eighth commandment 
(see the commentary in this series on that passage). Finally, 
Jesus repeated his earlier declaration, namely, that a husband 
may never divorce his wife and marry another, unless his wife 
had become guilty of sexual immorality.

Jesus spoke the same language as our heavenly Father in 
Malachi 2:16, where we read: “I hate divorce” (NASB).

Jesus Acknowledges to His Disciples That One 
Would Do Better to Abstain from Marriage 
(19:10–12)

The disciples were simply children of their time and were sur-
prised by their Master’s repeated rejection of all divorce. If 
that’s how things were with a person’s marriage to his wife, 
wasn’t it better to abstain from marriage? They thought so 
and said as much to the Lord Jesus (v. 10). They meant to 
say that by marrying, one surrendered to a possible danger 
from which there was no escape. Better, then, to abstain 
from marriage.

10. Traveling to Judea and Jerusalem
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Jesus did not altogether disapprove of his disciples’ sug-
gestion. He delved a bit more deeply into their “saying” (we 
would say, “idea”) about abstinence from marriage, and said 
that “not everybody” (meaning only a few) had proper insight 
into this, only those to whom it had been granted by God 
(v. 11).

Giving up marriage was not always wrong. Some had to 
do so, possibly because they had been rendered unsuitable 
for marriage by human hands (made a eunuch, sometimes 
in youth).  But in addition to compulsory abstinence from 
marriage, there could also be voluntary abstinence from mar-
riage, something definitely not to be renounced, but quite the 
opposite. Such a sacrifice could be made for the sake of the 
kingdom of heaven.

The Lord roused his disciples to think carefully about 
whether they thought they were able to render that sacrifice 
(v. 12). They had said that one would be better off not mar-
rying. Jesus showed in which cases that saying was indeed 
relevant, namely, if such were necessary for the coming of the 
kingdom of God. One can see how the apostle Paul volun-
tarily gave up his right to marry and his right of sustenance 
(1 Cor. 9).

Jesus Defends Children over against His Disciples 
(19:13–15)

During that time people would bring children to Jesus and 
ask him to lay his hands on them (i.e., to bless them; see Gen. 
48:14; Acts 6:6) and to pray for them. This kind of thing hap-
pened rather often. The prayer of a pious man is heard by 
God, right (John 9:31)? From this we see that among the peo-
ple in various places Jesus enjoyed a good reputation.

Nevertheless, the parents of those children were rebuked 
by the disciples. Were the disciples not on the way with Jesus 
to Jerusalem, where he would appear as Messiah? Someone 
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like that was far too great to concern himself with little kids! 
Luke (18:15) in fact describes them specifically as very small 
children, infants (Matt. 19:13).

But Jesus disagreed entirely with his disciples. According 
to Mark (10:14) he was very irritated with their attitude and 
commanded them to let the children come unhindered to him. 
At the same time he mentioned his reason for that command: 
“For of such is the kingdom of heaven.” With these words he 
was reminding his disciples of a lesson he had given them 
earlier (see Matt. 18:3). Entrance to the kingdom of heaven is 
granted to no other people than humble believers.

Jesus did not leave that location before laying his hands 
on the children. For everyone this was visible proof of the 
blessing that he pronounced upon them.

Who knows how delighted those children were when their 
parents later told them about this blessing of the Lord Jesus, 
and how often as adults they may have appealed in their own 
prayers to that blessing? So also we may appeal to our bap-
tism. For that too was given by Jesus through the apostles 
(Matt. 28:19). By means of our baptism Jesus has guaranteed 
to us that everything will be for our good, unto eternity, if we 
but continue humbly with him and his gospel.

Jesus Shows the Rich Young Man the Way 
to Eternal Life (19:16–26)

Sacred Scripture contains several stories about an encounter 
between the Lord Jesus and one or more scribes and Phari-
sees. We think immediately of somewhat older people, like 
Nicodemus, the teacher of John 3:10. But we always speak 
of “the rich young man.” And that’s all right, for in Matthew 
19:20, 22 we do read in fact about a “young man.” But we 
must not forget that in Israel the notion of “youth” was rather 
flexible and that this “young man” was, according to Luke 
18:18, an archōn, one of the leading persons among the Jews. 
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Nevertheless, this handsome young man was not too proud 
to approach Jesus with a serious question. So he was not like 
one of the scribes and Pharisees who had come to test Jesus 
(cf. 16:1). No, according to Mark 10:17 and Luke 18:18, he ad-
dressed Jesus with the words “Good Teacher.” (Matthew, who 
loves to abbreviate, has simply “Teacher.”) And this was his 
question: “What good must I do to obtain eternal life?” Some-
times this is translated as “in order that I may have eternal 
life.” In Mark 10:17 and Luke 18:18 we find the word inherit.

When we take all three Gospels into account, we see that 
the answer of the Lord Jesus consisted of these three elements.

First, according to Mark 10 and Luke 18, Jesus initially 
replied: “Why do you call me good? No one is good except 
God.” The young man certainly did not see Jesus as God’s 
Son, the Messiah, but merely as a very respectable rabbi. But 
then he was not free from human-centered esteem. There is no 
human being who does not need to struggle an entire lifetime 
against his sinful nature. Matthew abbreviates this introduc-
tory address, surely because he will soon tell us what Jesus 
said about the heart of the young man (an idolizer of money).

Second, Matthew tells us first of all that Jesus replied: 
“What [or why] do you ask me in terms of the good? One is 
the Good.” The intention of these words was twofold: in order 
to point out to the young man (1) that no one was without 
sin but God alone and (2) that he must be careful with his 
question not to injure the honor of God, who had given his 
people enough for them to know him as the only true God 
from whom everything good flows, even as Israel confessed 
and sang in Psalm 136, for example.

Third, with his subsequent words, “But if you wish to en-
ter life, keep the commandments,” Jesus reminded the young 
man once more of the ancient instruction of the Law and the 
Prophets, of the familiar path about which Moses, for exam-
ple, spoke in Deuteronomy 5:33: “You shall walk in all the 
way that the Lord your God has commanded you, that you 
may live.”
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Responding to Jesus’s concluding words, “Keep the com-
mandments,” the young man went on to ask: “Which ones?” 
Perhaps we should not be surprised by this, because the Phar-
isees had added their own invented commands to God’s law 
(see Matt. 15:1–9, according to which they taught that giving 
the money for parental support to the temple was better than 
giving it to needy parents). Often the people did not know 
what they were supposed to do, and perhaps this explains 
that question of the rich young man: “Which ones?”

In his answer to this question, Jesus cited Scripture liter-
ally, specifically the second part of the Ten Words, related to 
conduct toward one’s neighbor. Perhaps he left the first part 
alone because he had already talked about God as the only 
true Good. Or did Jesus want to steer the conversation in 
the direction of the rich young man’s deficiency, namely, his 
relationship to his neighbor? More about this in a moment.

In any case, to the question “Which commandments?” Je-
sus responded: “You shall not murder, You shall not commit 
adultery, You shall not steal, You shall not bear false witness, 
Honor your father and mother” (vv. 18–19). As one can see, 
Jesus considered the ancient sequence of the commandments 
to be incidental, but he wanted to focus attention on one and 
the same scope of all the commandments mentioned from 
Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5, by adding to them Leviticus 
19:18b: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

We know that God himself said the following about 
these commandments: “If a person does them, he shall live 
by them: I am the Lord” (Lev. 18:5). The Lord Jesus had 
once again shown the way of life as well. The Israelites were 
accepted as children of Yahweh (Deut. 14:1), and as long as 
they continued with their Father, Israel would be his trea-
sure (Exod. 19:5). But we know that the Pharisees had mu-
tilated this rule for living given by God himself, turning it 
into a dreadful duty (Rom. 10:5). Perhaps it was out of a 
certain resistance to that narrow spirit of the day that the 
rich young man said, “All these I have kept. What do I still 
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lack?” (v. 20). In any case, this question did not come across 
to Jesus as entirely inappropriate, for we read in Mark 10:21 
that he looked at the young man and saw in him something 
lovable. Was it because Jesus was glad at least not to see 
in him the stubbornness of the Pharisees? All three Gospel 
writers—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—tell us how Jesus re-
plied to his last question. So we know what the man lacked. 
Jesus showed him that clearly by advising him to give his 
possessions (likely referring not to his capital assets but 
to his production assets) to the poor: turn his possessions 
into money and then give the money to the poor. Then he 
would have treasure in the finest bank imaginable, namely, 
in heaven. And then he would need to return, to be with 
Jesus and follow him as his disciple (v. 21).

But when the young man heard these words, his face fell 
and he went away sad. Why? “For he had great possessions” 
(v. 22). These words meant that he had acquired much wealth 
by doing business.

Apparently the encounter between Jesus and the rich 
young man occurred in the presence of the disciples. This 
explains why Jesus then made the following declaration in 
their hearing: “Truly, I say to you, only with difficulty will a 
rich person enter the kingdom of heaven” (v. 23). From the 
word “truly” (amēn, cf. 17:20) it is clear that Jesus made this 
declaration with great emphasis. He explained himself further 
by repeating the declaration with a still more somber accent: 
“Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye 
of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of 
God” (v. 24). In other words: it’s impossible.

When the disciples heard this, they were astonished and 
said: “Who then can be saved?” (v. 25). They too were chil-
dren of their time and would have thought that a rich person 
in particular had every opportunity to obey God’s command-
ments with no trouble. From Mark 10:23 and Luke 18:24, 
however, it appears that Jesus had meant particular rich peo-
ple, namely, the kind who saw money not as a means but as 
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an end; those who accumulated money and honored it as 
a god; those who thought they could serve both God and 
mammon (see Matt. 6:24) but ended up serving mammon 
as an idol, and doing so with their entire heart, rather than 
using it properly for themselves and others, especially for 
the poor.

The Savior added, with an eye to such idolaters of money 
and possessions, that “with man this is impossible, but with 
God all things are possible” (v. 26). God can open the eyes 
of those who serve idols. Whether the rich young man later 
bowed in submission to Jesus’s particular command to him 
we do not know.

Jesus Promises a Rich Reward to All Who Have 
Surrendered Everything for Him (19:27–30)

We read that the disciples were initially dismayed by Jesus’s 
saying that people who love mammon more than him could 
not possibly enter the kingdom of God. But then they per-
ceived that there was a big difference between the attitude 
of the rich young man toward the Lord Jesus and their own. 
They had followed Jesus as his disciples and had left every-
thing to do so. Peter no doubt spoke for all of them when he 
said to Jesus: “Look, we have surrendered everything and fol-
lowed you. What will we have?” (Others translate it this way: 
“We have left everything and followed you. What will then 
become of us?” Or even “What will we receive?”)

Jesus’s response to this question consists of two parts.
The first part of his response (v. 28) was intended es-

pecially for his disciples. He promised them emphatically 
(“truly,” amēn; cf. 17:20) that they would share in his future 
glory. When he later returned as the glorified “Son of Man” 
(cf. 8:20) and the regeneration of heaven and earth occurred 
(2 Pet. 3:13), he would take his place on the throne of his 
glory as judge of angels and people, but would also set his 
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disciples on twelve thrones to judge (the verb for this action 
can also be translated as “to sentence” or even “to rule”) the 
twelve tribes of Israel. Currently they were despised among 
Israel. Soon they would be just like their Master, condemned 
and persecuted by the government of Israel. But at Jesus’s 
return on the clouds, the roles would be reversed.

The second part of Jesus’s response (vv. 29–30) is related 
to all who render great sacrifices for him. The Lord mentions 
these: houses, brother or sisters, father or mother or children, 
and fields. All—thus not just the disciples, but everyone who 
for the sake of faith in the name of Jesus, that is, his gos-
pel, his work, and the faithful testimony to them—who suf-
fer such loss will be comforted, will receive back many times 
more than what they lost, often in this life, though sometimes 
“with persecutions” (Mark 10:30). And they will inherit eter-
nal life when Jesus returns, “in the age to come” (Mark 10:30; 
Luke 18:30). Later, in many respects things will go just the 
opposite as they do in the present life. Many followers of Je-
sus at this point were of no account. And we know now, after 
the fact, that after Christ’s ascension it often did not go any 
better. They were treated like the scum of the world (1 Cor. 
4:13). But, the Lord Jesus foretold, the time is coming when 
many who now are first will be last and many who now are 
last will be first. Then such preeminent people like Annas 
and Caiaphas will appear before Jesus and his disciples to 
be judged by them. Such a phenomenon will occur not only 
with respect to simple believers and distinguished unbelievers 
in this present time, but also with respect to believers among 
themselves, within the kingdom of heaven. Jesus pointed his 
listeners to that as well, in close connection with this text, as 
we see from the next Scripture passage.
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By Means of a Parable Jesus Preaches God’s 
Justice in Rewarding according to His Sovereignty 
(20:1–16)

We spoke of a close connection between this Scripture pas-
sage and the preceding one. That was based on the word for 
with which 20:1 begins. That word introduces Jesus’s indica-
tion that what he will go on to discuss has in view (something 
specific in) the kingdom of heaven. We are confident enough to 
identify what that is. According to this Scripture passage the 
Lord Jesus wanted to show his disciples with a parable that 
when it comes to rewarding people, our heavenly Father oper-
ates sovereignly (that is, freely) within his heavenly kingdom 
(v. 1).

In that parable Jesus portrayed God’s sovereign reward 
by the activity of a vineyard owner. During harvest time the 
master naturally wanted to see his ripe grape clusters picked 
as quickly as possible, so he went to the market early every 
morning to hire workers. It is thought that it was customary 
to go to the market for that purpose at as early as six o’clock 
in the morning. The master reached an agreement with some 
laborers to work a day in his vineyard and earn a daily wage 
of one denarius. That was a silver coin, called a drachma in 
Greek, in Latin called a denarius, the usual daily wage for 
laborers and soldiers.

Near the third hour (or as we would say, nine o’clock in 
the morning) he hired some more men, with the promise 
to pay them fairly, according to the number of hours they 
worked. He did the same at twelve noon and at three o’clock 
in the afternoon. Indeed, at the eleventh hour (five o’clock in 
the late afternoon) he encountered a few other unemployed 
men at the labor market and sent them to work in his vine-
yard, though that would have been only for a short time, for 
at six o’clock darkness descended and work would stop, and 
the workers would get paid.

But the owner paid his workers in a very remarkable 
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manner. In the first place, he gave their supervisor the respon-
sibility of settling up with the servants hired last of all, and 
so forth. Second, he gave the order to pay these men the full 
day’s wage, a denarius, as though they had worked the whole 
day rather than for only a single hour.

This understandably raised the expectation of the men 
hired the earliest: they thought they would each receive more 
than a denarius. But that is exactly what did not happen, and 
that disappointed them. It even brought them to the point of 
dissatisfied murmuring against the vineyard owner. After all, 
they had labored from the early morning during the midday 
heat all the way to the end of the work day, and when wages 
were paid out they received just as much as the latecomers: 
only one denarius.

The vineyard owner did not deal with this complaint in 
the hearing of all those workers, but in a friendly way gave 
his response to one of them, reminding him of their agree-
ment. Hadn’t the owner held up his side of the agreement? Of 
course he had. And wasn’t he permitted to pay the full day’s 
wage to others who had worked not a full day but merely one 
hour? He was using his own money, after all. So wasn’t the 
criticism arising from envy and jealousy?

With this parable Jesus preached God’s right in sover-
eignly rewarding those who serve him. Though during this 
life they may not have accomplished all that much, believers 
would receive from God’s hand on the day of days no less 
than others who during this life had devoted all their powers 
to the extension of God’s kingdom. The recompense for that 
is both now and on the last day a matter of God’s sovereign 
good pleasure. He is not obligated to give an account for that 
to any creature whatsoever.
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Jesus Foretells to His Disciples for the Third Time 
That He Will Suffer and Die (20:17–19)

This event occurred when Jesus started on the last portion 
of his trip to Jerusalem. After his departure from Galilee he 
immediately crossed the Jordan and spent some time in the 
Transjordan region (Perea; 19:1). Matthew 19:2–20:16 tells 
us about that. And the Scripture passage mentioned above 
(20:17–19) tells us the content of the conversation that Jesus 
held separately with his disciples at his departure from the 
Transjordan region. At that point he once more foretold sev-
eral future events that he already had mentioned in his first 
and second announcements of his impending suffering (16:4 
and 17:22–23); now, however, he added some new elements. 
And so in 20:18–19 we find the following events predicted. 
First, Jesus (“the Son of Man”) would be handed over (be-
trayed) to the chief priests and scribes. Second, these leaders 
(namely, the Council, the Sanhedrin) would condemn him to 
death. Third, the Sanhedrin would hand him over to Gentiles 
to be mocked, bound, and crucified. But fourth—Jesus had 
foretold this the first two times as well, for the encouragement 
of his disciples—on the third day he would be raised.

So Jesus had already foretold that he would not die at the 
hands of his Jewish judges, but that they would sentence him 
to death and thereafter hand him over to the Gentiles, after 
which these people—the Romans—would put him to death 
on a cross. In Jesus’s day, execution on a cross was a Roman 
punishment. It is not entirely correct when the Heidelberg 
Catechism says in Answer 38 that Christ was “condemned by 
a temporal judge.” Pilate actually wanted to let him go free 
(Acts 3:13). No, the Lord Jesus was condemned by the highest 
body of leaders in the Israel of that time. In Jerusalem! When 
he had completed the last portion of his trip to Jerusalem, 
our Savior foretold this suffering and death the third time 
rather extensively, in a special conversation with his disciples. 
But—and this is how Luke concludes his story about the third 
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announcement of Jesus’s suffering—“they understood none of 
these things. This saying was hidden from them, and they did 
not grasp what was said” (Luke 18:34).

Jesus Receives a Request from the Mother 
of the Sons of Zebedee That He Designate the 
Two Highest Places in His Kingdom for Her Sons 
(20:20–28)

By means of this Scripture passage the truth of Luke’s infor-
mation about the lack of understanding on the part of the 
disciples regarding Jesus’s third announcement of suffering 
is confirmed all too firmly. It consists of two parts, the first of 
which tells us about the action of James and John and Jesus’s 
response to that (vv. 20–23), and the second of which tells us 
about the reaction of the ten disciples against James and John 
and Jesus’s response to that (vv. 24–28).

The action of James and John (vv. 20–23)
Yes, we may call this their behavior, even though they had 

their mother present the request to Jesus. Look how she bows 
down before him. But the request came from James and John. 
It was only they who are named in Mark 10:35. They thought 
now was the time to lay claim to the two highest positions in 
Jesus’s kingdom—and to do so with the help of their mother, 
a woman who had accompanied Jesus all the way from Galilee 
(Matt. 27:55), whose name was likely Salome, a sister of Je-
sus’s mother (Mark 15:40; 16:1; John 19:25). Doesn’t this make 
you think of nepotism, power brokers of this world showing 
preference to their relatives and friends?

In any case, although Matthew is the only Gospel writer 
who tells us about the figure of the mother of James and John 
in this matter, he also tells us that Jesus responded to her two 
sons. This appears undeniably from the word you, which is 
not singular but plural. “You [men] do not know what you 
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are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I am to drink?” 
(v. 22). With the word cup Jesus meant his suffering and death 
(cf. John 18:11). James and John answered that question in the 
affirmative: “We can.” Look how evident their misunderstand-
ing is, as Luke said.

But how astonishing that Jesus never criticized the duo. 
On the contrary, he acknowledged that they would indeed 
drink the cup of suffering for his sake. We know now that 
James was put to death by Herod (Acts 12:2), and that John 
was imprisoned rather quickly for Jesus’s sake (Acts 5:17–18) 
and at a later age was banned to Patmos (Rev. 1). Moreover, 
Jesus remained obedient to his task as Servant of the Lord 
and directed the duo’s attention to the fact that his Father 
had kept such matters as awarding the highest positions in 
the kingdom of heaven for himself (cf. Acts 1:7).

The reaction of the other ten disciples (vv. 24–28)
Matthew tells us only briefly that the other ten disciples 

heard what James and John had done and were upset about 
it. Perhaps one of them was nearby when the event occurred 
and had told the other nine—which explains the “hearing” 
mentioned in the text—and a nasty relationship arose among 
the twelve disciples, as though they were competitors. It’s 
not as if Jesus had not already warned them about this ear-
lier (Matt. 18:1–4). At that time Jesus placed a child before 
them as an example; now he puts himself in front of them as 
an example.

First Jesus called “them” to himself. “Them.” Not the 
two without the ten. Or the other way around. No: “them.” 
All twelve.

And he went on to remind all twelve of something in the 
kingdoms of this world that they knew full well. He assumed 
they did. “You men know” how it goes in the world, how 
governments rule over the nations in the world. They have 
authority to do that and they use it, like superior masters over 
underlings. That is entirely normal in the world (v. 25).
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But Jesus told the Twelve that this kind of relationship 
did not exist among them. Among them, greatness was ob-
tained through serving, just as in worldly circles someone 
serves as a slave. A slave has no authority even over himself. 
In this way, Jesus said, he had also come to humble himself 
as a slave. Not to be served, but just like a slave: to serve. 
To humble himself even further: “to give my soul [psychē, 
myself] as a ransom for many.” In the Greek of Matthew’s 
Gospel, the word for “ransom” is lytron, a word used for the 
sum that one must pay to purchase a slave’s freedom (for 
example, if he had landed in prison). This word appears in 
the Septuagint as a rendering for means of atonement, ransom 
(Exod. 30:12; Num. 35:31). Here, however, the word does not 
involve a lytron for one person, but for many people (v. 28). 
That brings to mind Isaiah 53, a chapter known to our Sav-
ior as a description of his entire task and future as Mediator 
between God and people.

Jesus Heals Two Blind Men in Jericho (20:29–34)

The festival pilgrims from Galilee were accustomed to travel-
ing on the eastern side of the Jordan southward, and crossing 
the Jordan near the elevated city of Jericho. From Jericho they 
then walked on to Jerusalem, only a couple of hours away.

In Jesus’s day there were actually two cities named Jericho. 
The older city was known from the days of Israel’s entrance 
into Canaan. This one was not surrounded by walls, though 
it did have residents. Joshua had assigned it to the tribe of 
Benjamin. And to the south of this ancient Jericho lay the new 
one, where Herod and his successors had their winter palace. 
Today little is left of these two cities named Jericho. But per-
haps we are being reminded of them in this Scripture passage. 
In Luke 18:35 we read that a blind man was sitting along the 
road “as he [Jesus] drew near to Jericho,” and in Mark 10:46 
we read that a blind man sat along the road that left Jericho 
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(the name Bartimaeus appears only in Mark). It is possible 
that Luke is referring to ancient Jericho and Mark is refer-
ring to the new Jericho. It is also possible that Matthew, with 
whom we have already encountered the tendency to summa-
rize and abbreviate, is narrating both events together, events 
that occurred in close proximity to each other and resembled 
each other closely. But then he would have to speak of two 
blind men in order to be precise.

Both blind men earnestly pleaded with the Lord Jesus to 
have pity on them. They called him “Lord,” which could have 
been a general title (“Sir”). It is difficult to determine whether 
their cry “Son of David” was simply an imitation of a widely 
spread rumor, or whether they wanted to honor Jesus as the 
promised Messiah.

But it is certainly clear that our Savior dealt with them 
in a manner contrary to the wishes of at least part of the ac-
companying festival pilgrims going to Jerusalem, some of 
whom told those two blind men to be quiet. Those people 
were surely thinking that since he was so close to Jerusalem, 
Jesus had no time for healing blind people. But our Savior 
thought entirely differently. Just as he had not thought he 
was too important to interrupt his trip to Jerusalem for small 
children (19:13–15), he also did not feel too important to be-
come involved with blind beggars. The thought of his own 
suffering that he was even now traveling to encounter did 
not occupy him to the extent that he could walk on past the 
suffering of others without noticing. “Jesus stood still.” Why 
else was he going to Jerusalem to suffer, if not to help remove 
suffering from the world for all those who believed in him as 
their Savior?

He did ask them what they wanted from him. At least 
those poor fellows could express their need to someone who 
could bestow more than silver or gold. And those standing 
around them could think once about their abject deficiency 
of gratitude toward God for the daily use of the sight of their 
eyes and of love for their neighbor.
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Jesus did not heal those beggars’ eyes with a single word 
of power. No, he touched those eyes. Perhaps those eyes were 
diseased. In the ancient Near East many people had diseased 
eyes from childhood. But Jesus, who himself had touched lep-
ers, touched the eyes of these blind men as well. Wouldn’t this 
supposed waste of Jesus’s time have said something to people 
about the character of his messiahship?

In any case, “immediately they recovered their sight and 
followed him” (v. 34).



Chapter 11

Final Preaching in Jerusalem 
(Matt. 21–25)

In this section of his Gospel, Matthew talks about Jesus’s 
preaching in Jerusalem. At least that’s the central subject, 

though he also reports various events. He immediately begins 
reporting about Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem and his cleansing 
of the temple.

But a lot happened that Matthew does not report. Accord-
ing to what commonly is called Luke’s travel narrative (Luke 
9:51–18:30), we need to consider that in the last six months 
before his crucifixion, the Lord Jesus traveled various times to 
Jerusalem, although it’s impossible to fit all of these visits to-
gether despite having many details provided in the Gospel of 
John. In John 7:1, for example, we are told that Jesus traveled 
throughout Galilee because the Jews were trying to kill him, 
but in John 7:10 we are told that he nonetheless went to Jeru-
salem with a view to celebrating the Feast of Tabernacles. In 
John 7–10 we are told exclusively about things that happened 
in Judea, and in John 10:39–40 we are told that Jesus again 
crossed the Jordan (in Perea) in order to escape the hands of 
the Jews. While in Perea, he learned that Lazarus was sick, 
and two days later he went to Bethany (John 11:6–7). This was 
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Lazarus’s hometown and was situated near Jerusalem. After 
the raising of Lazarus, the Jewish Council sought an oppor-
tunity to kill Jesus (John 11:53). At that point Jesus left for a 
town called Ephraim (John 11:54). This place was apparently 
located west of the Jordan, but not far from the route taken by 
pilgrims living in the north through Perea to Jericho and from 
there to Jerusalem. Six days before Passover Jesus arrived in 
Bethany (John 12:1). From there he traveled the final leg of his 
final trip to Jerusalem. You can read about his entrance into 
Jerusalem in all four Gospels.

Jesus Fulfills the Prophecy of Zechariah 9:9 
with His Entrance into Jerusalem (21:1–11)

Matthew tells his story about Jesus’s entrance into Jerusalem 
immediately after his story about the healing of the two blind 
men in Jericho. From this one might suppose that Jesus trav-
eled directly from Jericho to Jerusalem, or at least to Bethany. 
Like the village of Bethphage, Bethany was also located in the 
region of the Mount of Olives, immediately east of Jerusalem.

Things certainly did not happen this way, however, for Je-
sus also called Zacchaeus from a sycamore tree and “stayed” at 
his house (Luke 19:5), thus perhaps lodging with Zacchaeus. 
He arrived in Bethany “six days before the Passover” (John 
12:1) and went to Jerusalem the next day (John 12:12).

On that day and in that place Jesus changed his manner of 
dealing with his people in a significant and very remarkable 
way. Until now he had often taken steps to prevent people 
from honoring him as Messiah. He knew all too well what 
kind of Messiah many people in Israel were longing for: a 
Messiah who would assume leadership in resisting the Roman 
occupiers. Now, however, Jesus was going for the last time to 
Jerusalem, to his crucifixion. That event was just around the 
corner, which is why Jesus thought it was no longer defensible 
to hide his messiahship from the multitude, but to let them 



 193

know about it by means of very clear, very visible instruction. 
His hope, of course, was that the multitude would understand 
that Jesus was not a Messiah who fit their taste, but the Mes-
siah who his heavenly Father wanted him to be and whom the 
Holy Spirit had foretold to their ancestors. With that intention 
Jesus sent two disciples ahead to a village on the other side of 
the valley that lay before them. There they were to get an an-
imal their Master could ride. Presumably at one of his earlier 
visits to Bethany and Jerusalem, the Savior had made an ar-
rangement with the animal’s owner, for we get the impression 
in verse 3 that Jesus was not unknown at that address.

Concerning that animal, we read in Zechariah 9:9 the 
prophecy that the promised king of Zion would not come 
riding into the city like a warrior, sitting on a horse. He would 
“speak peace to the nations” (Zech. 9:10). He would enter 
Jerusalem “mounted on a donkey.” From what the New Tes-
tament reports concerning the fulfillment of that prophecy, 
it appears that the Lord Jesus rode specifically on a foal, a 
young donkey that had not yet birthed its own foal.

When Matthew indicates that Jesus commissioned the two 
disciples to fulfill the prophecy in view, he cites Zechariah 
9:9 in its entirety, but with two changes. First, he combines 
his citation of Zechariah 9:9 with a quote from Isaiah 62:11 
(“Say to the daughter of Zion”). Second, the Bible reader will 
notice that Matthew 21:4–5 diverges slightly from the text of 
the prophecy as we find it in our English Bibles, because Mat-
thew was so free in his citation that he followed partially the 
Hebrew text (which underlies our English translations) and 
partially the Septuagint.

When the two disciples came with the donkey to Jesus, 
they and the other disciples and the great mass of festival 
pilgrims paid solemn honor to Jesus. They covered not only 
the back of the mother animal, on which Jesus would be sit-
ting, with their garments (outer garments, mantels), but also 
that of the foal that would be inseparable from its mother 
in the parade. What a tranquil scene that must have been! 
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Some people even laid their garments on the path where Je-
sus was riding. Many years earlier people had also welcomed 
Jehu as the future king (2 Kgs. 9:13). Others covered the path 
with tree branches. People cooperated in preparing a royal 
entrance for Jesus.

That was evident from something else, namely, from 
what the people were shouting and singing. They borrowed 
this from the festival psalm par excellence, Psalm 118. They 
were not satisfied with the usual common welcome greet-
ing, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” 
(Ps. 118:26a), but this time added something to it: “Hosanna 
[Salvation!] to the son of David” and “Hosanna in the high-
est heaven,” shouts with which people invited the angels in 
heaven to join in with the rejoicing on earth.

Such an unusual parade and such loud shouting must 
have made a deep impression on the residents of Jerusalem. 
They asked the crowd that Jesus had excited who he was. In 
answer, however, this is what they heard: “This is the prophet 
Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee.” It is remarkable that the title 
of Messiah did not surface in their answer, but that people 
simply spoke as though Jesus’s ancestry came from Nazareth 
in Galilee instead of from Bethlehem in Judea. Nor did their 
response include anything about the fulfillment of the proph-
ecy in Zechariah 9:9. And this despite the fact that by means 
of his entrance Jesus had just provided a visual sermon about 
that. But the Gospel writer John later acknowledged honestly 
that Jesus’s own disciples had not understood that purpose of 
the Lord Jesus (John 12:16). This was one among innumerable 
disappointments for Jesus en route to his suffering and death.

Jesus Cleanses the Temple and Curses the Fig Tree 
(21:12–17, 18–22)

If we possessed only the Gospel of Matthew, we would auto-
matically suppose that after his entrance into Jerusalem Jesus 
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immediately on that same day cleansed the temple. But from 
Mark 11:12–14, 15–19 we learn to distinguish these three facts. 
First, after his entrance Jesus did indeed go to the temple, but 
at that point he simply looked over the situation. Second, 
then, because it was “already late in the day,” he went with 
the Twelve to Bethany. Third, Jesus returned to Jerusalem the 
next day and cleansed the temple after having cursed the fig 
tree en route to the city. Matthew reports only the first and 
third of these, and in his own way. Matthew pays more atten-
tion to the substantive connection, and less to the data.

With all of this, as we saw, Matthew reports, as Mark does, 
that the Lord Jesus cursed a fig tree (Matt. 21:18–19; Mark 
11:12–14). It is clear that he also wanted people to catch the 
connection of this event with the temple cleansing. The Jeru-
salem leaders were showing off their foliage, as it were, but 
they were not producing any fruit. With this we learn to un-
derstand even better Jesus’s purpose in opposing the irrev-
erent stuff involved in doing business in the sanctuary of his 
Father. To the conceited Jewish leadership that was tolerating 
all of this, Jesus was forcefully pointing out their unfaithful-
ness toward Israel’s God and his covenant. They were mak-
ing themselves guilty of exactly the kind of faithlessness that 
Isaiah and Jeremiah had warned against. These prophets had 
done this in the hope that the destruction of the temple stand-
ing in their time would not happen. Before his entrance into 
Jerusalem, the Lord Jesus had also wept about the destruction 
of the temple standing in his day (Luke 19:41–44). When he 
arrived in the temple, he recalled the warnings of Isaiah and 
Jeremiah with the words “It is written, ‘My house shall be 
called a house of prayer,’ but you make it a den of robbers” 
(Matt. 21:13; cf. Isa. 56:7 and Jer. 7:11).

Evidently, it was the work of money changers to exchange 
the money of people from outside Israel who had nothing but 
Greek and Roman money. Things like the temple tax could 
be paid for only with Jewish coinage (Matt. 17:24–27). The 
sellers of doves also looked like they were helping the less 
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fortunate, but Jesus’s phrase “den of robbers” pointed in an-
other direction.

Although Jesus’s actions against the money changers and 
merchants seemed to have made a deep impression, we read 
nothing about any resistance, and blind and lame people 
dared to come to him for healing, which they obtained. No-
tice how from this Jesus’s opponents could clearly have rec-
ognized him as the true Messiah, who according to Isaiah 53 
would take our diseases upon himself. But even though they 
observed Jesus’s miracles, they said nothing about that.

They did talk about the shouting of a number of children 
that bothered them. Those children had heard the festival cry, 
“Hosanna to the Son of David,” and carried the chant further. 
But the chief priests and scribes called Jesus to account for 
that with the question “Do you hear what these children are 
saying?” Surely he was supposed to forbid such noisiness in 
God’s house! But Jesus simply pointed them to Scripture, 
this time to Psalm 8, which speaks about praise for God from 
the mouths of infants. If only they had understood that such 
praise was fitting for the true Messiah, God’s Son (Heb. 1)! 
But they were not ready for that. So the answer that Jesus 
gave them had to suffice. Later more would follow, leading to 
their conversion (Matt. 21:28, etc.).

As far as the cursing of the fig tree is concerned, the Lord 
Jesus did not do that because he was experiencing ordinary 
human anger with that tree, since he was hungry. Christ never 
once pleased himself (Rom. 15:3). Were figs to be expected 
on this tree? After all, it was not the time for figs, as Mark 
11:13 tells us. Indeed, it was not yet time for the summer figs. 
But one could have expected springtime figs on the tree. Nor-
mally a fig tree does not first sprout leaves and then fruit, 
but just the reverse. The abundance of leaves explains Je-
sus’s expectation.

Moreover, the disciples would easily have understood Je-
sus’s purpose in cursing the unfruitful fig tree. Evidently, the 
rabbis also compared Israel to a fig tree.
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When the disciples were astonished by the impressive re-
sult of Jesus’s cursing of the fig tree, he used this opportunity 
to prepare them ahead of time for the confrontations with 
the Jewish leaders that awaited them after Jesus’s ascension. 
If only they believed and called believingly upon their heav-
enly Father for help, they too would be able to do such mir-
acles, indeed, even greater miracles. As he spoke about this 
mountain-moving faith (cf. 1 Cor. 13:2), the Lord Jesus had 
the Mount of Olives and the Dead Sea in view (v. 22).

Jesus Is Asked by the Jewish Leaders 
about the Authority for His Activity (21:23–27)

In the preceding passage (vv. 15–16) Matthew has already re-
ported that some chief priests and scribes were irritated by the 
jubilation of the children in the temple in honor of the Son of 
David. Of course that was true of the entire Sanhedrin with 
regard to (1) Jesus’s entrance, (2) Jesus’s temple cleansing, 
and (3) Jesus’s miracles in the temple. This explains why the 
High Council sent a delegation of chief priests, elders, and 
(according to Mark 11:27) scribes to Jesus to ask him to give 
an account of “these things.” The men were asking Jesus by 
what authority he did “these things” and who had given him 
that authority.

The Lord Jesus responded to this in terms of the usual 
technique followed by rabbis when they engaged in a dis-
cussion. A question was answered with a counterquestion. 
Accordingly, Jesus began by indicating his willingness to 
provide his questioners an answer (v. 24), as long as they 
were willing to answer the question of whether the baptism 
administered by John came from heaven (i.e., from God) or 
from men. With the phrase “baptism of John” Jesus was using 
shorthand for the entirety of the work of John the Baptist, 
referring to a part for the whole.

With this question, however, our Savior had severely 
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cornered his opponents. If they responded, “From heaven,” 
Jesus could say, “Why then did you not listen to what he said 
about me?” But if they answered, “From men,” popular senti-
ment would have turned against them. Therefore they agreed 
together to answer that they didn’t know. But that was not an 
honest answer. So neither did Jesus tell them by what author-
ity he did “these things.”

Jesus Calls the Jewish Leaders to Conversion 
with Three Parables (21:28–22:14)

Where there is life there is hope. The men sent by the Sanhe-
drin to ask Jesus about his authority had behaved shamefully. 
They knew very well that John the Baptist had been a faithful 
ambassador of God, but they refused to admit that, for then 
they would have had to acknowledge Jesus as having been 
sent from God. Nevertheless, Jesus called these disobedient 
children of the covenant to conversion as well, using the fol-
lowing three parables.

The parable of the two sons (21:28–32)
The first one Jesus told involved a father who gave both 

of his sons the same mandate: “Child, go work in the vine-
yard today.” Such a thing would have happened frequently, 
especially during the busy harvest time. The word child (ESV 
“son”) strikes us as a bit strange. But the Lord Jesus made am-
ple use of this word (used, for example, by Jesus to the lame 
man [9:2] and by Abraham to the rich man [Luke 16:25]) with 
an eye to his purpose, which would soon become evident.

For the one son answered, literally: “I, Sir.” The first word, 
I, is equivalent to our “Yes,” just as in Judges 13:11 and 1 Kings 
13:14. But the second word gives an excessive impression of 
submissiveness. For a father is not a boss, not a master. More-
over, this son seemed obedient, very obedient, but he didn’t 
go to work. This was in contrast to the other son. The latter 
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had initially responded by saying that he did not want to obey 
his father at all. But a bit later he was sorry and went to work 
after all.

After portraying the conduct of both sons, the Lord Jesus 
asked the members of the Sanhedrin which of the two had 
done his father’s will. They had to say, “The latter.”

At that point Jesus applied his parable. He did so with 
intense seriousness. He began with the word “Truly” (amēn). 
Next he pointed out to his opponents that initially disobe-
dient children of the covenant like tax collectors and prosti-
tutes had indeed entered the kingdom of God, but apparently 
very obedient children of the covenant, like them, had not. 
At least not yet. Why was that? Because they had not lis-
tened to John the Baptist, even though he had brought pure 
preaching about the way of righteousness. But tax collectors 
and prostitutes had penitently converted to that path. The 
point: this had happened right in front of their eyes. But 
they had not once supposed that they needed to repent from 
their false piety and bow believingly under John’s preaching. 
They still needed to do that if they wanted to enter the king-
dom of God along with those fellow heirs, the tax collectors 
and prostitutes.

The parable of the wicked vineyard tenants (21:33–44)
In this Scripture passage as well, the parable is told first 

(vv. 33–41), followed by the application of the parable to the 
esteemed men of the Sanhedrin who had come to ask Jesus 
about his authority.

None of them would have been surprised that this time 
Jesus used the metaphor of a vineyard. The prophet Isaiah 
had done so as well (Isa. 5:1–7). There Israel was compared to 
a vineyard. But as Jesus continued speaking, they would have 
been struck by this difference between him and Isaiah. They 
noticed that Jesus did not direct the attention of his listeners 
to the vines in the vineyard, but to the tenants of the vineyard.

He did this in two ways.
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First, he pointed to the immense privilege of the tenants 
(v. 33), for he indicated that a certain well-to-do man who 
owned an estate (a “house”) had a vineyard planted on his es-
tate. All the necessary provisions were made. He put a fence 
around the vineyard for security. He had a winepress installed 
so that the grapes could be harvested and squeezed, and so their 
juice could flow into a vat. Finally, he had towers built for peo-
ple to stand watch over the entire vineyard. He entrusted this 
well-appointed vineyard to certain tenants and did what estate 
holders often did: he took up residence in a foreign country.

Second, Jesus told of the abuse by the tenants of the 
trust and privilege that they had come to enjoy (vv. 34–39). 
Throughout the years, the tenants had begun to view them-
selves as owners rather than tenants. During that time the 
owner of the vineyard had no dealings with them. He waited 
to ask for his share of the harvest of the vineyard until the 
season for grape harvest. That came for the first time in the 
fifth year (Lev. 19:23–25). During those years, the tenants be-
gan imagining that they were the owners rather than renters. 
This explains why they treated like intruders the servants their 
master sent them several times to collect his share of the har-
vest, mistreating and even killing them. And when the owner 
finally sent his own son, his only heir, supposing that the ten-
ants would show respect to his son, the tenants thought they 
could take possession once and for all of the vineyard by elim-
inating and murdering the vineyard owner’s son.

It was obvious that Jesus’s question about what the vine-
yard owner would do with such tenants had to be answered 
by saying that such tenants deserved to be executed and the 
vineyard handed to other tenants who would fulfill their ob-
ligation dutifully.

That was Jesus’s parable of the wicked tenants. Looking 
back, we can understand what he was intending. We owe that 
to the instruction of the apostles, whose children we are, as it 
were. In this parable the Lord Jesus first gave a brief descrip-
tion of the history of the entire nation of Israel. How often 
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had Israel angered God by her disobedience! How often had 
God warned Israel by means of the prophets, and how wick-
edly had some of these men been treated by God’s chosen 
people Israel! But what happened to Israel’s highest Prophet 
surpassed everything. When God’s own Son came to earth, he 
was despised and put to death by the highest leaders of Israel. 
That happened at the end of Passover week, the destination to 
which these three parables move us. At that time Jesus’s deep 
humiliation came to a swift conclusion, for he arose from the 
grave, ascended to heaven, and is exalted at God’s right hand.

When Jesus taught these parables, all of that still had to 
happen. But Jesus did not leave his prominent opponents 
without warning. Not only did he hold before them the parable 
of the unfaithful tenants, but immediately thereafter he cited 
those familiar verses from Psalm 118 (the psalm of Hosanna at 
his entrance!) that talk about a stone rejected by the builders 
but exalted by God as the cornerstone (Ps. 118:22–23).

Here too we are dealing with a metaphor that would have 
spoken to the people of that day. One writer from the early 
twentieth century reports that in that time a stonecutter and 
a builder might disagree about the suitability of stone. But 
if it were a good stone that could serve as an excellent cor-
nerstone—something very important in such a region where 
earthquakes happened so often—such a stone would never be 
cast aside contemptuously, as though it were an insignificant 
piece of rock. When Jesus was on earth, however, precisely 
such folly had been committed in Israel. Who was guilty of 
doing that? The men of the Sanhedrin. But Jesus had not left 
that High Council, and in them the entire nation of Israel, 
without warning. If they implemented their perverse plan, 
they would forfeit their immense privilege, for then the king-
dom of God would be taken away from them and given to 
others who would behave as grateful and obedient people of 
God. Which of us would not think at this point of the gospel 
being brought to the Gentiles (v. 43)?

Next Matthew reports that the prominent men of the 
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Sanhedrin’s delegation had understood very well that the 
Lord Jesus had his eye on them with these two parables, but 
rather than repenting, they sought an opportunity to have 
Jesus arrested. For the time being, though, they had to leave 
him alone, because they were afraid of the multitudes, who 
considered Jesus to be a prophet (vv. 45–46).

The parable of the royal wedding feast (22:1–14)
Jesus responded to the situation that had arisen through 

the delegation’s questions regarding his authority (Matt. 
21:23–27) with a parable comparing the kingdom of heaven 
with a wedding feast that a king prepared for his son. Nat-
urally, only those who belonged to the aristocracy were in-
vited to attend such a wedding feast. But when the king let 
them know that he was expecting them, they demonstrated 
the opposite of polite interest. Even when the king sent other 
servants to invite them for the day, because by then all the 
preparations for the royal feast had been made, some of them 
indicated that they would be prevented from attending due 
to some trivial insulting excuses, and others confronted the 
servants of the king with rude aggressiveness, including mur-
der and killing. Since the invited guests belonged to the ar-
istocracy in his kingdom (perhaps they were his vassals or 
fulfilled other trusted responsibilities of nobility), the king 
viewed their conduct as a clear refusal to obey him, their lord. 
The consequence was that the king sent an army after them 
and burned their city to the ground.

In this parable we observe once more the same thing we 
saw in the preceding two. All three portray the immense priv-
ilege of Israel as a nation chosen by God, and especially of the 
Jerusalem leaders of the people. But we see also the disobedi-
ence of many of them. Perhaps in this parable Christ is warn-
ing particularly about the destruction of Jerusalem. Hadn’t he 
already wept over Jerusalem when he entered the city?

This third parable shows a very clear point of correspon-
dence with the immediately preceding parable, the second 
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one, in that it also warned about taking away Israel’s privi-
lege as God’s covenant people and bringing the gospel to the 
Gentiles, who were being viewed like people of lower rank 
and station.

The piece that is new in this parable is the obvious point 
that the guests who were among those invited at the very last 
ought to follow the rules for a wedding feast like this. One of 
those rules obligated every guest, before entering the wed-
ding hall, to dress in one of the festive garments provided in 
the antechamber of the palace. One needed first to submit 
to that royal demonstration of favor. Otherwise, one was not 
permitted to participate in the wedding feast; and if one did 
slip in anyway, then such a person would be removed from 
the festal hall and severely punished. The purpose of this last 
part of the parable was to show that Gentiles as well could be 
saved only by grace and along the route of faith. The Gentile 
who failed to fulfill this requirement would not inherit eternal 
life (John 3:16, 36). Eternal destruction would be his punish-
ment (vv. 11–13).

Jesus ended these three parables with a brief concluding 
word. Obviously in this conclusion he mentioned the reason 
why he gave his thrice-repeated warning to Israel’s leaders 
(“for,” v. 14): he saw prophetically that the calling to enter 
God’s kingdom had gone forth to many people. And it was 
not in vain, to the extent that the king’s festive hall was full of 
wedding guests (v. 10). But few aristocrats were among them 
(v. 14).

Jesus Foils an Attempt by Pharisees and Herodians 
to Accuse Him of Rebelling against Roman 
Authority (22:15–22)

This portion of Scripture ought to be read in close connec-
tion with the preceding, for the Pharisees were not converted 
by Jesus’s last three parables. They continued looking for an 
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opportunity to have Jesus arrested (21:45–46). Because he 
had not committed the transgression required for that, they 
decided to tempt him to do so.

They tried to trick him. The Pharisaic teachers stayed in 
the background. They knew full well that Jesus saw through 
them as being hypocrites, religious actors. So this time they 
sent their disciples in their place. After all, younger folk are 
more inclined to ask a trick question, the kind they wanted 
to have put to Jesus. With revolutions it is especially younger 
people who participate, and the Pharisees wanted to use their 
disciples to tempt Jesus to make an anti-Roman statement. 
In addition, a group of Herodians joined with these disci-
ples of the Pharisees. They were Jews who were sympathetic 
with the pro-Roman Herodian royal family. In this case one 
can describe their collusion as a covenant of convenience, for 
the Pharisees disliked the Romans intensely. But at this point 
they kept quiet. They didn’t want a repeat of a rebellion like 
the one Judas the Galilean had provoked about twenty years 
earlier. Judas had agitated for that rebellion because in AD 6 
the Romans had obligated the Jews to pay an annual head tax 
of a denarius. Judas had called on his people not to submit to 
that tax (Acts 5:37). The value of a denarius was a day’s wage 
for a laborer in a vineyard (Matt. 20:2).

The young people set the trap carefully for Jesus. They 
purposely avoided starting off with their trick question 
about what Jesus thought of that Roman tax. No, they first 
addressed Jesus with words of respect, calling him “Master” 
(ESV “Teacher”), approaching him as they would a rabbi. 
What an honor. This was followed with abundant praise for 
Jesus’s honesty and courage in giving instruction about the 
life God desired from Israel, for he was not swayed by appear-
ances. Only then did they put their trick question about “giv-
ing” (dounai, v. 17) the imperial tax. They wondered whether 
Jesus thought that was permissible.

Indeed, Jesus did answer them without showing partiality, 
for without hesitating he called his questioners “hypocrites,” 
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showing them that he saw through them. They were not wres-
tling in the least with a difficult issue of conscience but were 
trying to get him to step into a fatal trap.

Nevertheless, he did engage their question. He asked them 
to show him just such a denarius (Mark 12:15), such a coin for 
paying the tax. Incidentally, on one side was the image of 
Emperor Tiberias and on the other side the Latin words for 
“Tiberius Caesar, son of the divine Augustus,” a genuinely pa-
gan inscription. Apparently, the Lord Jesus did not have such 
a denarius in his own possession, but someone around him 
did. Practically speaking, everyone acknowledged the right of 
the Roman government to put Roman coins into circulation 
in the land of the Jews. When Jesus asked them which ruler 
was portrayed and identified on their own denarius, they had 
to admit that it was the Roman emperor. So Jesus could an-
swer at that point that they had to pay the emperor—Jesus 
didn’t use the verb “give” (as they had in v. 17), but the word 
“pay” (apodote, v. 21)—which they themselves practically ac-
knowledged owing to him as their highest landlord. “So pay 
to Caesar what belongs to Caesar.”

But Jesus did not leave it here. Just as with the three para-
bles, here too he pointed them to their obligation to pay God 
what belonged to God. For them this meant bowing under 
the preaching of John the Baptist and under the preaching of 
Jesus himself.

Matthew concludes by telling us that Jesus had shut the 
mouths of these questioners in a manner so shocking that 
they were astonished. But he had simply shown them the con-
sequence of their own conduct and their own answer. They 
left him alone and went away.
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On the Same Day Jesus Foils an Attempt by the 
Sadducees to Silence Him with a Question about 
the Resurrection of the Dead, Which They Denied 
(22:23–33)

Matthew has mentioned the Sadducees earlier (16:1). They 
did not believe in the resurrection of the dead or in the ex-
istence of angels and spirits. On this same day as when the 
preceding event occurred (v. 23), a number of these Sad-
ducees came to Jesus with a question. So this too occurred 
during the final week before the Lord’s death and burial 
and resurrection.

One may assume that the question asked by the Saddu-
cees was a hobbyhorse that they rode frequently in their con-
flict with the Pharisees, and against which the Pharisees had 
no defense. One may also assume that these men were cer-
tain that the Lord Jesus would also have no defense against 
their conviction were they to confront him with their repeated 
claim that belief in the Torah—the only part of Holy Scripture 
that they accepted—excluded the resurrection of the dead.

By putting their question to Jesus, whom they called 
“rabbi,” they used what the Torah said about the so-called 
levirate marriage. Before Moses’s time this already was a legal 
regulation, but Moses specifically guided Israel according to 
this regulation in his exposition of the ninth commandment 
(Deut. 25:5). If a man died childless, his widow was entitled 
to his brother taking her as his wife so that the name of the 
deceased man would continue.

So the Sadducees came to Jesus with a story about some-
thing that supposedly had happened among them (cf. “among 
us,” v. 25). A man had died childless, and all of his six broth-
ers in turn had entered a levirate marriage with his widow, but 
like him they each died childless. The woman died after they 
had all died. So the Sadducees put before Jesus the question 
as to which of the seven men would be the husband of this 
woman when the resurrection occurred.
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Sometimes it has been supposed that the Sadducees made 
up this story out of their imagination. Theirs was certainly a 
very remarkable case that they presented. But the Lord Jesus 
did not say anything about the genuineness of their story. He 
had some more important elements to discuss with them.

First, they mistakenly applied to life after the resurrec-
tion a rule that applied to this life. But after the resurrec-
tion the expansion of the human race will have been finished. 
So marriage would no longer be needed, just as marriage is 
not needed for the angels, because their number need not be 
increased. After the resurrection there will be much that is 
no longer needed. For example, no eating and drinking will 
be needed any longer (1 Cor. 6:13). Angels have no need of 
that already.

But second, and more importantly, the Sadducees needed 
to reflect even more carefully about the name that God gave 
himself when he appeared to Moses in the burning bush 
(Exod. 3). Those words were spoken to all Israel at that time, 
including this group of Sadducees (cf. “to you [plural],” v. 31). 
At that time God called himself the God of Abraham, the God 
of Isaac, and the God of Jacob (Exod. 3:6). Well then, what 
did the Sadducees think of Israel’s powerful God? That he 
was satisfied that those deceased patriarchs would continue 
belonging to the dead? Surely he was far too powerful for 
that! And far too faithful to his covenant with those fathers. 
He has obligated himself by that covenant to make those de-
ceased patriarchs rise one day from their graves and live once 
again. After all, he was Yahweh, the God of the living!

This answer of the Lord Jesus to the Sadducees also as-
tonished the crowds. Luke tells us (20:39) that some of the 
scribes said: “Teacher, you have spoken well.”
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Jesus Foils a Final Attempt by the Pharisees to Test 
Him with a Question about Their Mutual Dispute 
regarding Great and Small Commandments 
(22:34–40)

The Pharisees perceived that Jesus had successfully coun-
tered the (apparently) powerful argument of the Sadducees 
against the resurrection of the dead. But apparently they were 
not grateful to him for this. Probably not, for one of them, a 
teacher of the law (“one of the scribes,” Mark 12:28) asked 
him a question (on behalf of his group?) whose purpose was 
not at all favorable, but rather “to test him.” At a minimum 
this must have been an attempt to trap him in making a vul-
nerable statement. He asked Jesus: “Teacher, which is the 
great commandment in the Law?”

One assumes that this question was related to the rabbinic 
calculation that the Law contained 613 stipulations, divided 
into 248 commandments and 365 prohibitions.

Whether this was the case or not, our Savior did not en-
gage this question. Nor did he mention one of the Ten Words. 
He answered the question by citing Deuteronomy 6:5, “You 
shall love the Lord your God . . .” This was the first citation, 
which he termed “the great and first commandment.” Then he 
cited Leviticus 19:18, “You shall love your neighbor as your-
self,” and called this command “one like it, of the same kind.” 
Both “commandments” were fulfilled by loving, according to 
the Lord Jesus. In that respect they resembled each other ex-
actly. Together they contained the requirement of all of Holy 
Scripture of that time, which was also called the Law and 
the Prophets.

In view of Mark 12:32–33, the inquiring scribe agreed en-
tirely with the Lord Jesus’s answer.
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Jesus Asks the Pharisees How the Messiah 
Could Be Called Both David’s Son and David’s Lord 
(22:41–46)

After their last question, the Pharisees remained standing in 
a circle around Jesus (v. 41). So Jesus took the opportunity to 
ask them a question. Actually, two questions. Certainly the 
most thoroughgoing Israelite, especially a teacher of the law, 
would be able to answer the first one. That was the question 
about whose son the Messiah (Christ) would be. The answer 
to this question was “the son of David” (v. 42).

But then Jesus asked the second question: How then 
could David call him (the Messiah) “Lord”? He did not do 
that by accident, but “by the Spirit.” We would say: “In the 
sacred Scripture” or “In Psalm 110.” To clarify his purpose, 
Jesus cited the beginning of that psalm. There David tells us 
that in the future (occasionally the present or past tense has 
a future significance) God will tell David’s Lord to sit at his 
right hand. Then God will place his enemies (the enemies of 
the Messiah) under his feet. That’s how the messianic Psalm 
110 begins (v. 44).

After citing from Psalm 110 Jesus asked: “If David calls 
him [the Messiah] Lord, how is he his son?” How can the 
Messiah be called both David’s Lord and David’s Son (v. 45)?

Matthew tells us that no Pharisee could answer a word, 
and from that day forward no one dared to ask Jesus any more 
questions (v. 46).

Permit us to observe that the Lord Jesus asked this ques-
tion in the final week before his death, and still no one gave 
the answer that John the Baptist had already supplied, namely, 
that Jesus was the Son of God (John 1:29–34).

The Lord Jesus was God and man. He went on to meet 
his cross with Psalm 110 in his heart. He knew that his Father 
soon would be inviting him to come sit at his right hand.
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Jesus Warns the Multitudes and His Disciples 
about the Scribes and Pharisees (23:1–39)

Is this heading correct? Didn’t we read in Mark 12:32–33 that 
the scribe who asked Jesus about the great commandment in 
the Law had agreed with Jesus’s answer? And don’t we read 
in John 3:1ff.; 7:50–51; and 19:39 that the Pharisee Nicodemus 
defended the Lord Jesus? And don’t we read in Acts 15:5 that 
the apostolic gathering in Jerusalem included some from the 
party of the Pharisees who had become believers?

That’s all true. Paul had stated to the Jewish Council, “I 
am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees” (Acts 23:6). But evidently 
a converted Pharisee was such a rare bird in Matthew’s day 
that Matthew could write this portion of Scripture at the out-
set: “Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples, ‘The 
scribes and the Pharisees . . .’ ” (vv. 1–2).

Jesus warns against the hypocrisy of the scribes and 
Pharisees (vv. 1–12)
Hypocrites. Jesus had called them that earlier (Matt. 6:2). 

The Greek word for “hypocrite” actually means “play actor,” 
but with Matthew it usually means “hypocrite.” This word 
hypocrite (see later at v. 13) refers to the scribes and Phari-
sees, who were active among Israel with legitimate authority 
insofar as they taught people with the Word of God. Very 
few people had such expertise in those books. In order to 
hear them read aloud, people needed to go to the synagogue. 
When the Lord Jesus says that the scribes and Pharisees were 
sitting in Moses’s seat, he was not intending any insult with 
that figurative expression, but rather was paying a compli-
ment. He was telling his listeners that they should do ev-
erything these people were saying, and indeed, they should 
keep, follow, and respect that teaching (v. 3a). But he added 
this warning: don’t follow their works, for they say but do 
not do (v. 3b). He explained this statement by illustrating it 
in two ways.
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First, the Pharisees had laid upon God’s people various 
invented precepts. But when the Pharisees themselves were 
affected, they did not follow these precepts. For example, take 
the prescription that on the Sabbath one could not travel any 
farther from home than 2,000 cubits (a bit more than one-half 
mile). If a Pharisee wanted to visit a friend on the Sabbath 
who lived farther away, he saw to it that on the day before 
some food had been stored at a place that distance away. Then 
on the next day, the Sabbath, he would travel there to eat that 
food, and that would be his abode (for wherever one ate his 
food was defined as his abode). Consequently he could travel 
yet another 2,000 cubits and reach his friend. Jesus’s com-
ment had in view this kind of shrewdness. They bind heavy 
burdens together and place them on the shoulders of people, 
but they themselves were unwilling to lighten the burden with 
their own finger (v. 4).

Second, the Pharisees were guilty in various ways of prac-
ticing their piety in order to be praised by people. The Lord 
Jesus provided several examples of this. “They make their 
phylacteries broad”—evidently people took literally such 
commands as Exod. 13:16; Deut. 6:8–9; 11:18, 20 that had 
obviously been intended as figurative—“and their fringes 
long” (Num. 15:37–41; Deut. 22:12); “they love the place of 
honor at feasts and the best seats in the synagogues, and 
greetings in the marketplaces and being called rabbi by oth-
ers” (vv. 5–7).

The word rab meant “lord, teacher,” so rabbi meant “my 
lord, my teacher.” The Lord Jesus pressed upon the heart of 
his disciples that later they (emphatic plural) were not per-
mitted to let people call them teacher. Why not? “For you 
[plural] have one teacher, and you are all brothers.” Chris-
tians must not bestow that title of lord or teacher on any 
of them, for the Lord Jesus Christ was their only Lord and 
Teacher. Therefore the introduction of the ecclesiastical cler-
ical title domine, derived from the Latin dominus (“lord”), 
was actually not a good thing (v. 8). Equally regrettable 
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is the rise of the phrase “church father,” for Jesus said that 
we should call no man on earth our father (permissible in 
one’s parental home, of course, but not in the ecclesiastical 
sphere), for One is our Father, who is in heaven (v. 9). For 
the same reason, we Christians should not talk of an eccle-
siastical teacher. God has given us in Christ the Messiah our 
one and only Teacher (v. 10). Regrettably, this has not al-
ways happened.

Jesus had already told his disciples—and through them 
us as well—that those who conduct themselves most humbly 
toward others will be esteemed as most exalted by him and by 
our heavenly Father (vv. 11–12).

Jesus declares his repeated woe upon the scribes and 
Pharisees (vv. 13–36)
Instead of the word repeated we could probably have writ-

ten sevenfold. According to experts, a copyist thought verse 
14 should be included, but the inclusion of verse 14 seems 
mistaken, which is why modern Bible translations either omit 
verse 14 or put it in brackets. Of course, these techniques 
have not caused the verse to disappear entirely from Scrip-
ture. That would be impossible, since it does appear in Mark 
12:40 and Luke 20:47. Some commentators believe that the 
verse was copied into Matthew’s Gospel from the parallel pas-
sages in Mark and Luke. There the Lord Jesus is accusing the 
scribes and Pharisees of consuming the houses (referring to 
the property or assets) of widows. Presumably, he is referring 
to wealthy widows who had donated themselves into poverty 
by giving to religious causes under the influence of the piety 
of the Pharisees, impressed with their long prayers and such.

The first woe (v. 13)
The people looked up to the scribes and Pharisees, for they 
were considered experts in Scripture. But because with their 
criticism (related to alleged Sabbath desecration) they had 
denigrated the Lord Jesus among the people, they drew away 
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some who initially had shown an inclination to believe in Je-
sus, so that not only they themselves failed to enter the king-
dom, but they hindered others from entering as well.

The second woe (v. 15)
The first half of this verse states: “Woe to you, scribes and 
Pharisees, hypocrites! For you travel across sea and land to 
make a single proselyte.” The Greek word for “proselyte” is 
prosēlytos. This word appears in Acts 2:11 and 13:43. Cornelius 
and Lydia (Acts 10 and 16) were converted from paganism to 
Judaism. It is well known that the Diaspora Jews in Babylo-
nian, Persian, Greek, and Roman society had informed many 
Gentiles about their faith and led them to accept it.

The Lord was not criticizing that at all. But he did pro-
nounce a woe upon the preaching of the scribes and Phari-
sees, for they were bringing not the true faith to the Gentiles 
but their faith, namely, that one had to earn eternal life by 
means of his own good works. The Lord Jesus had foretold 
the inevitable result of that (Matt. 8:12): children of the king-
dom will be cast out into outer darkness.

The preaching of the scribes and Pharisees to the Gentiles 
resulted in their converts doing what they were doing. They 
also were oriented to doing so-called good works in order to 
earn for themselves eternal life, except that they pursued this 
with double zeal, because they thought they needed still to 
pay off the debt of their former paganism. As a result, such 
“converted” Gentiles were children of hell, twice as bad as the 
scribes and Pharisees themselves. The phrase  “child of hell” 
(v. 15) reminds us, first of all, that the phrase “child of” or 
“son of” can indicate various relationships, and recalls, sec-
ondly, what was said about this in Matthew 8:12.

The third woe (vv. 16–22)
According to Matthew 5:33 the Lord Jesus spoke earlier about 
swearing oaths in Israel. There he criticized the superficial, 
unnecessary swearing of oaths. Here he turns to the dishonest 
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distinction that the scribes and Pharisees made between valid 
and invalid, binding and nonbinding oaths, by which they led 
people to walk on sinful paths and helped them escape obli-
gations that were disadvantageous for them. Therefore Jesus 
began with the address “Woe to you, blind guides” (v. 16). 
Next he mentioned the following objectionable distinctions.

Swearing by the temple and swearing by the gold of the 
temple (vv. 16–17). The scribes and Pharisees argued that 
when someone swore an oath by the temple and later had a 
better opportunity, he was free not to consider himself bound 
by such an oath, but he did not have that freedom if he had 
sworn by the gold of the temple (v. 16). On account of their 
invention and introduction of such a distinction, Jesus called 
the scribes and Pharisees not only “blind,” that is, people 
who were unable to see and distinguish well, but also “fools.” 
People knew, of course, that the rabbis bore the title of be-
ing wise and understanding (11:25)! Jesus poked a hole in all 
that senseless kind of talk with the simple question: What is 
greater, the gold (on the walls of the temple and preserved 
as temple treasure thanks to many gifts) or the temple that 
sanctified the gold (v. 17)?

Swearing by the altar and swearing by the sacrificial gift 
on the altar (vv. 18–19). If someone had sworn by the altar, 
he could escape free from that obligation, but not if he had 
sworn by the gift on the altar (v. 18). Such reasoning, however, 
clearly testified to being blinded, for the altar was the first 
thing that was holy, and only then was the gift placed upon 
it deemed holy (v. 19). What kind of fool turns that around!

Conclusion (vv. 20–21). Jesus briefly repeated his warn-
ing: “So whoever swears by the altar swears by it and by ev-
erything on it. And whoever swears by the temple swears by 
it and by him who dwells in it.” All oath swearing is swearing 
by God.

Swearing by heaven and swearing by God in heaven 
(v. 22). The Lord Jesus mentioned only the first half of this 
distinction. His listeners would have added the second half in 
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their own mind. In the time of Christ and the apostles, it was 
an established custom among the Jews to avoid direct men-
tion of God’s name. Because of this objection, people often 
swore oaths only by “heaven” (Matt. 5:34). But Jesus taught 
that people may not renege afterward even with that kind 
of oath. “Whoever swears by heaven swears by the throne of 
God and by him who sits upon it” (v. 22).

The fourth woe (vv. 23–24)
Every Bible reader knows that in the Torah God commanded 
Israel to give him a tithe. Of what? Of the harvest from the 
fields (sheaves of grain), of the yield from the flocks (calves 
and lambs), and of the fruit from the trees (olives, figs). But as 
far as we know, nowhere in the Torah was Israel given the ob-
ligation to give a tithe of various small plants that they used 
to add flavor to their food. It is even questionable whether the 
tithe referred to what we would call ten percent of our income.

But the Pharisees were so fanatic that they insisted that 
people had to give a tithe from the little plants they had sown 
in a small corner of their yard or field. First, mint (from which 
people today make menthol). Second, dill (used for stomach 
illnesses). And third, cumin (also common). What zeal!

But the real requirements of the Law were not followed 
closely at all by the Pharisees. The Lord Jesus supplied three 
illustrations of that as well. First, judgment (ESV “justice”)—
that is to say, that one may not commit injustice against one’s 
neighbor, but must defend the rights of the oppressed. But 
the Pharisees dared to condemn the innocent disciples for 
picking grain on the Sabbath (Matt. 12:7), since that consti-
tuted harvesting and was not permitted on the Sabbath. Sec-
ond, mercy—that is to say, one ought to show compassion to 
the poor, widows, and orphans. And third, faithfulness—that 
is to say, one should honestly fulfill his promises made to his 
neighbor. The Lord Jesus taught that people had to honor 
these obligations toward their neighbor, just as much as peo-
ple ought to fulfill obediently that other divine command 

11. Final Preaching in Jerusalem



216 Opening the Scriptures: Matthew

regarding the tithe (v. 23). That would be better than the 
Pharisees’ intense preoccupation with unimportant matters 
about which God’s law was silent, while they ignored real 
commands of God in the Torah and in the Prophets (cf. Mic. 
6:8 and Zech. 7:9). This contradiction in their behavior led 
our Savior to tell them as well: “You blind guides, straining 
out a gnat and swallowing a camel!” (v. 24). We understand 
that this was figurative, at least partially, for we know that 
before the Greeks and Romans drank their wine, they poured 
it through a strainer in order to remove dead insects that may 
have been present in the wine. Of course, the Pharisees would 
not have touched such dead—and therefore unclean—insects. 
But while they paid such close attention to that—just like 
those small herbs and spices—they were very sloppy when 
it came to some genuine and significant commands of God. 
That is what the Lord Jesus was (figuratively) calling swal-
lowing a camel, for how many times larger was a camel than 
a gnat!

The fifth woe (vv. 25–26)
Oh how the Pharisees did their best to be seen as pious peo-
ple, as men who were so scrupulous about God’s command-
ments. But their piety was just as exaggerated. We saw that 
very clearly just now with the fourth woe. God did indeed 
command Israel to give a tithe to the sanctuary, for the Levites 
and for the poor. But a tithe of what? Of the ordinary means 
of subsistence produced in field, acreage, and orchard. But 
not of every possible little spice. To insist that God wanted 
to see a tithe of those as well was without any basis, a severe 
exaggeration, a fantasy.

Well then, the Torah also included purification laws (see 
Lev. 11–15). Those involved defilement from using unclean 
animals, from blood, and so forth. But here too the Phari-
sees added their own invented little rules, like the require-
ment that people could eat only after ceremonially washing 
their hands. Notice how Mark exposes that as well (Mark 



 217

7:3–4). In Matthew we read how sternly our Lord Jesus Christ 
condemned their hypocritical way of life with regard to this 
point, for they did their utter best to purify and polish such 
objects used for meals as cups and plates simply in order to 
make a pure, pious impression. But Jesus knew they were 
covetous (Luke 16:14) and that the drink filling the cups and 
the food on their plates had far too often been obtained dis-
honestly. Therefore he pronounced woe upon the hypocritical 
scribes and Pharisees. He overturned their exaggerated zeal 
regarding food and purity laws by directing them to the cups 
and plates they used for their meals. They were preoccupied 
with the outside of these utensils. With eyes opened wide they 
watched out for the purity of these things. But they far too 
often forgot about the way the cups and plates were filled, 
thereby seeing their reflection in those cups and plates. Oh so 
clean on the outside, but unclean on the inside, on account of 
the dishonestly acquired contents filling them. That’s exactly 
how they looked, so pious, so law abiding. That’s how they 
wanted to be seen by the people. But, as the Lord Jesus told 
them on a similar occasion, “God knows your hearts” (Luke 
16:15). Their inside was hardly pious.

The sixth woe (vv. 27–28)
The impression made by this saying is striking, even for us to-
day, when we recall that it was spoken during the week before 
the Passover, when Jesus died.

How careful Israel’s festival-goers had to be during that 
week, so that they would not come into contact with a corpse 
or a grave. For then they could not observe Passover, but 
would have to wait until the fourteenth day of the second 
month (Num. 9:1–14). Contact with a corpse or a grave made 
a person unclean for seven days, and obligated that person to 
use the well-known purification water mentioned in Numbers 
19. It was understandable, then, that people customarily made 
the graves extra visible as Passover neared, by marking them 
with chalk.
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How aghast Jesus’s hearers would have been, then, when 
he compared the scribes and Pharisees to those newly whit-
ened graves, which outwardly glistened in the sunshine but 
inwardly contained the bones of corpses and the like. In the 
same way, these leaders also looked outwardly like law-abid-
ing people. But already Jesus had demonstrated that they 
pushed aside the requirements of God’s law when that bene-
fited them.

The seventh woe (vv. 29–36)
During our Lord’s time on earth, much special attention was 
devoted to burying very important people. This is why, for 
example, Herod knew very well that he was pleasing the Jews 
when he turned David’s grave into a marble monument (Acts 
2:29). Some of the prophets’ graves had been turned into pil-
grimage destinations. As far as honoring the prophets in that 
way, the scribes and Pharisees took second place to no one 
(v. 29) for they claimed that if they had lived in the times of 
the prophets, they would not have cooperated with their an-
cestors in killing the prophets (v. 30). But Jesus saw through 
them and knew that once again they were being hypocritical. 
For that very day they had initiated efforts against his life, 
proving that when it came to killing prophets, they were gen-
uine children of their criminal forefathers. They had to have 
brought to a climax the wicked deed of their wicked forefa-
thers by ultimately murdering the promised Messiah, Israel’s 
greatest prophet and teacher (v. 32). Just as John the Baptist 
had done (Matt. 3:7), Jesus also called them a brood of vipers 
and announced their judgment, the judgment of hell (v. 33). 
But another judgment would precede that one.

Because at the moment, the scribes and Pharisees openly 
demonstrated that they wanted nothing to do with Jesus, Jesus 
decided on his part to hand them over to the following sins 
and the following punishment. He would send them proph-
ets, sages, and scribes. With these the Savior was apparently 
referring to those in the apostolic era who were gifted with 



 219

prophetic revelation, wise insight, and knowledge of Scrip-
ture. The scribes and Pharisees, however, would attack these 
ambassadors just as they were attacking him. They would also 
kill them, crucify and beat them. We see these words fulfilled 
in the beating of the apostles by the Sanhedrin (Acts 5:40), 
the stoning of Stephen, and the beheading of James, the 
brother of John (Acts 7:59; 12:2), all the persecutions of Paul 
(2 Cor. 11:23–24), and the crucifixion of Peter, which accord-
ing to John 21:18 was foretold by our Savior (v. 34).

From the severe judgment that would yet burst forth upon 
this generation of scribes and Pharisees during the siege and 
destruction of Jerusalem, it would appear how serious were 
the sins they had committed. This is in contrast to their pi-
ous-sounding words and pious-looking deeds, following the 
footsteps of all those who had shed the innocent blood of 
so many righteous people down through the centuries, from 
Abel to the days of Zechariah, the son of Barachiah (v. 35).

In this connection we wish to make two comments.
First, regarding “Zechariah the son of Barachiah” (v. 35). 

With the addition of the words “whom you [notice how Jesus 
sees the scribes and Pharisees walking in the footsteps of 
their murderous forefathers] murdered between the sanctu-
ary and the altar,” it seems that the prophet Zechariah, men-
tioned in 2 Chronicles 24:20, must be the one in view. But 
there he is called a son of the priest Jehoiada. That doesn’t 
seem to agree with the “Zechariah the son of Barachiah” of 
Matthew 23:25. Some have observed, however, that the ad-
dition “the son of Barachiah” is omitted in most manuscripts 
of Luke 11:51 and in some manuscripts of Matthew 23:25. 
It is assumed either that a copyist added to the originally 
lone name Zechariah, based on the sound of the words, the 
phrase “the son of Barachiah” from Zechariah 1:1, or that the 
father of Zechariah was indeed called Barachiah, or that this 
Barachiah was a son of the priest Jehoiada, so that the word 
son in 2 Chronicles 24 was referring to grandson, which did 
occur rather often.
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Second, regarding the phrase “from . . . Abel to . . . Zecha-
riah” (v. 35). This reference was not intended as strictly chrono-
logical, for then instead of Zechariah, the prophet Uriah would 
have had to have been mentioned, who was killed later by 
King Jehoiakim (Jer. 26:23). Since Abel was mentioned first, 
who appears in the fourth chapter of Genesis, the first book 
of the Hebrew Bible, and Zechariah is mentioned last, who 
appears in Chronicles, the last book of the Hebrew Bible, the 
Lord Jesus was appealing to the entire span of time covered 
by the then-existing Holy Scripture, which from beginning to 
end showed how great a multitude of faithful servants of God 
had been put to death even though they were innocent.

Jesus declares judgment also upon Jerusalem (vv. 37–39)
If all we had were the first three Gospels, we would be 

able to suppose that the Lord Jesus visited Jerusalem and 
preached there only once. In the preceding we saw, however, 
that this view is incorrect. Otherwise, what would we make of 
those words “How often . . .” (v. 37)?

At the last of his multiple visits to Jerusalem, Jesus had 
to complain that Jerusalem—by which he meant, of course, 
the inhabitants of this city, as also with the words “your chil-
dren”—would be destroyed on account of their unbelief and 
disobedience toward him.

Jesus began to raise that complaint at the beginning of his 
previous visit, namely, with his entrance. Already then, Jesus 
had wept over Jerusalem, because it did not understand what 
made for peace. Then the Lord added: “For the days will come 
upon you, when your enemies will set up a barricade around 
you and surround you and hem you in on every side and tear 
you down to the ground, you and your children within you. 
And they will not leave one stone upon another in you, be-
cause you did not know the time of your visitation” (Luke 
19:43–44 ESV).

The complaint of verses 37–39 was declared only a couple 
of days later, closer to Passover.
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Actually, this Scripture passage contains an entire collection 
of complaints.

First, the Lord Jesus held up before the inhabitants of Je-
rusalem, just as he had to the scribes and Pharisees, their own 
past history, during which they had been guilty of murder-
ing the prophets. Not only were Zechariah and Uriah killed in 
Jerusalem, but also Jeremiah barely escaped the rage of the 
people, led by the priests (Jer. 26). He had been accused of 
sacrilege because he was warning them about the destruction 
of the temple.

Second, the Lord Jesus complained that he had pro-
claimed the gospel so often to the residents of Jerusalem with a 
view to sparing them from their destruction that would follow. 
Our Savior compared himself to a mother bird who tried to 
protect her chicks under her wings from threatening danger.

Third, Jesus had to observe that the populace of Jerusa-
lem, just like the scribes and Pharisees, did not want to listen 
to him.

Fourth, for that reason he had to announce to Jerusalem 
their well-deserved punishment. He began doing that with 
these words: “See, your house is left to you desolate.” Opin-
ions differ about the meaning of the word house. One inter-
preter sees it as referring to the temple, another to the entire 
city. But don’t both interpretations end up in the same place, 
if we recall the fulfillment of these words in the year AD 70? 
With these words Jesus drew the attention of the residents 
of Jerusalem (“see”) to the fact that this was the last time he 
would be calling them to repentance, and for the future they 
needed to realize that he was withdrawing his protection from 
the city and the temple. This interpretation is confirmed by 
the following explanation that Jesus gave: “For I tell you, you 
will not see me again.” In other words, “This is the last visit I 
will be making to Jerusalem.”

Finally, the Lord concluded his complaints with some 
words whose meaning is still debated. Some interpret them to 
mean that Jesus finally saw a joyous future of conversion still 
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for the residents of Jerusalem. They translate the words this 
way: “Until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of 
the Lord’ ” (cf. the ESV). But interpreters think differently con-
cerning the time of welcoming the Lord Jesus by Jerusalem. Ac-
cording to some, this will occur when the Lord Jesus returns at 
the end of history on the clouds of heaven, on the last day. But 
according to others, this will occur during a span of time, say, 
a thousand years, before then, before the last day (chiliasm).

We can agree with neither of these explanations. In Holy 
Scripture we cannot find mention of any special return of the 
Lord to Jerusalem, and to suppose that later Jerusalem would 
necessarily welcome our Savior at his return with Psalm 
118:26a seems to us to conflict both with the context in Mat-
thew 23:29–39 and with the joyous sound and content of the 
verse mentioned from Psalm 118.

It seems better to us for both the explanation and the trans-
lation of Matthew 23:29 to use, in connection with the Greek 
word, not the meaning of “until” but the possible meaning of 
“while.” Then, according to verse 39, the Lord Jesus would be 
speaking in a scolding, even accusatory manner in his closing 
word as well. For it would go like this: “For I tell you, you 
will not see me again, while you are saying, ‘Blessed is he who 
comes in the name of the Lord.’ ” Jesus’s purpose would have 
been to reproach the residents of Jerusalem with the fact that 
from now on they would no longer see him, the true Messiah, 
and yet during the city’s remaining years, until the year AD 
70, during the time of Passover they would be singing the 
Passover hymn of Psalm 118: Blessed is he who comes in the 
name of the Lord. How senseless! How tragic!

This does not prevent us from acknowledging that the 
Lord Jesus had even referred to that Passover time with a spe-
cial saying reported in the parallel passage in Luke 13:35. For 
there we read: “And I tell you, you will not see me until [the 
time when] you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of 
the Lord!’ ” Singing Psalm 118:26a at the beginning of the 
Passover season as the welcome song for the Messiah would 
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sound like a foolish echo in the ears of everyone who under-
stood what was now happening, on account of the rejection 
of the true Messiah by (most of) the inhabitants of Jerusalem. 
Psalm 118:26a was fulfilled by that time. And yet they would 
still sing with excitement? Sad.

Jesus Speaks with His Disciples 
about the Destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple, 
and about the End of the World (24:1–42)

Undoubtedly the disciples listened with great intensity to 
the severe words that (according to Matt. 23:1) Jesus spoke 
to the crowds and to them. That they were deeply impressed 
by these words appears from Matthew 24. Their Teacher had 
clearly foretold that this generation would still experience the 
destruction of city and temple (Matt. 23:36, 38), but they un-
derstood that to be the end of the world. For them, those two 
things were identical. Therefore Jesus had to teach them not 
to confuse those two facts. This is narrated in Matthew 24–25.

Jesus confirms to his disciples his declaration about the 
destruction of the temple (24:1–2)
This happened when Jesus was about to leave the tem-

ple. It certainly was near evening but still light enough to 
enjoy the beauty of courtyards and colonnades, walls and 
buildings. According to Mark 13:1 it was one of the disciples 
who said to Jesus as they were leaving, “Look, Teacher, what 
wonderful stones and wonderful buildings!” But according 
to Matthew 24:1 the other disciples—that’s how it always hap-
pened—joined him. According to verse 2 the Lord Jesus used 
in his answer the plural (“you, you all”). So he was teaching 
all of his disciples that they were still able to see with their 
eyes “all these” buildings still standing, all of the wonderful 
temple complex. But then he made a very sober declaration, 
introduced with amēn, “truly.” From what they were seeing 
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here and at which they had always looked with fondness, not 
one stone would be left on another.

The Lord Jesus was using a common expression of that 
time when he spoke of “not . . . one stone on another.” Parts 
of the foundation of the temple lie today under a mosque that 
was built later by Muslims, and still today a portion of the 
wall of the outer court functions as the well-known wailing 
wall. But the Romans did indeed turn the Jerusalem temple of 
the days of Christ’s travels on earth into a heap of ruins. That 
happened contrary to the wishes of the Roman general Titus, 
the son and successor of Emperor Vespasian. But his inten-
tion of sparing that exquisite building failed. A soldier hap-
pened to throw a burning torch somewhere inside, and with 
the resulting fire everything got out of hand—everything, that 
is, except God’s Word, the prediction of our Savior, that the 
temple would be destroyed.

Jesus warns his disciples about a severe time that would 
precede the end of the temple (24:3–14)
After leaving the temple Jesus went to the Mount of Ol-

ives. He spent the night there (Luke 21:37). But before he 
retired, he discussed something on the Mount of Olives with 
four disciples, Peter, James, John, and Andrew (Mark 13:3). 
From the Mount of Olives one had a view of the temple on 
the other side of the Kidron Valley.

In that restricted circle the disciples asked Jesus two ques-
tions: “When will these things be, and what will be the sign of 
your coming and of the end of the age?” (v. 3).

In their first question, the phrase “these things” undoubt-
edly  referred to the subject discussed as they were leaving the 
temple and walking through the Kidron Valley: the destruc-
tion of the temple and its environs. And in their second ques-
tion, for our English word “coming” the Greek has parousia. At 
that time this word referred to the visit of a dignitary, whether 
king or emperor or some other prominent individual. From 
both questions we see that they viewed the two events—the 
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destruction of the temple and Jesus’s impressive appearance 
as Messiah—as inseparable facts, as one great event.

With his answer to their questions, described in verses 
4–14, Jesus showed his disciples, however, that those two facts 
must not be confused or identified with each other. The de-
struction of the temple would happen first, and then the time 
would come that would precede his return.

So some time would still precede the destruction of the 
temple. For them, that would be full of distressing difficulties, 
a bitter time. That is discussed in verses 4–14.

First, Jesus told his disciples that in the time before the 
destruction of the temple, many false messiahs would arise 
and would make great headway among the Jewish people. 
Understandably so, because Israel was a nation with a centu-
ries-old messianic expectation, and doubly understandable if 
this would be a time of distress and misery. These men would 
present themselves invoking the title suited exclusively to Je-
sus, that is, Christ or Messiah, namely, as mentioned in Acts 
5:36–37, Theudas and Judas the Galilean. In verses 4–5 the 
Lord warned of that onslaught of people: “See [Beware!] that 
no one leads you astray” (v. 4 ESV).

The disciples would also hear in that time “of wars and 
rumors of wars.” The word wars need not make us think of 
the kind of wars described in our history books, and surely 
not of the world wars we know from the twentieth century. 
Sometimes the Greek word polemos can be translated as “con-
flict” or “fight.” Not only would the disciples themselves en-
counter these, close at hand, but they would also hear about 
them from a distance. Jesus was warning them (once again, 
“Beware!”) not to become too unnerved by this, for that had 
to happen, but the end would not yet occur (v. 6). The word 
must is used here in the sense of divine necessity. God would 
afflict Israel with his covenant wrath because she had rejected 
the true Messiah. This explains the appearance of false mes-
siahs and various kinds of internecine conflict resulting from 
that. Nation would rise up against nation and kingdom (or 
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dynasty) against kingdom (v. 7a). The word nation can some-
times refer to multitudes, as in Deuteronomy 33:3. Entire 
multitudes of Israelites, incited by their leaders (called kings 
here), would take up arms against each other. Other covenant 
punishments, like famine and earthquakes, would occur as 
well (v. 7). But all these things would not yet bring about the 
end of the city and the temple (v. 8).

During that terrible time the apostles, and obviously also 
their fellow believers, would experience various kinds of per-
secution. This is discussed in verses 9–13.

That persecution would be inflicted upon Christians not 
only by Jews but also by Gentiles. People would kill some 
of them. Thanks to Acts 12:1–3 we can recall in this connec-
tion, for example, James, the brother of John, who was put to 
death by Herod Agrippa, and when this king saw that he had 
pleased the Jews by doing this, he had Peter put in prison as 
well. The apostles would be hated by the Gentiles when they 
made known the name (i.e., the work and the reputation) of 
Jesus (v. 9). How often was this prediction not fulfilled when 
the gospel was preached by the apostles and their coworkers 
outside of Palestine! By doing this, they were following the 
rule “to the Jews first and then to the non-Jews.” But out of 
envy the unbelieving Jews often incited the Gentiles against 
the apostles. We think, for example, of the rabble in Thessa-
lonica who were agitated against Paul and Silas and dragged 
Jason before the city officials. The unbelieving Jews even went 
from Thessalonica to Berea in order to instigate the people 
against Paul (Acts 17). In short, one can read Paul himself on 
this topic (in 2 Cor. 11:18–28; 1 Thess. 1; and 2 Thess. 2).

During that fearful time Christians all too often would be-
come unfaithful to Jesus and, as a result, also toward their for-
mer fellow believers. In Christian circles bizarre phenomena 
would occur, like betrayal or hatred of one another (v. 10). 
Moreover, not only would many leave the path out of fear 
of losing their lives, but also many would fall into unbelief 
through the activity of false prophets, of false teachers. Who 
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wouldn’t think in this connection of what Paul writes, long 
before AD 70, about the inroads of Judaism (Gal. 1:6; 3:1) and 
Gnosticism (1 Tim. 1:20; 2 Tim. 2:17)? We recall the names of 
Hymenaeus and Philetus, men whose doctrine still continues 
to bear bad fruit today (v. 11).

As a result of all that abandoning of pure doctrine, whether 
the cause was external (violence) or internal (false teaching), 
many would abandon the right path of God’s commandments. 
That unchristian walk would severely injure the loving main-
tenance of the communion of the saints. Unchristian doctrine 
and life puts an end to heartfelt relationships (v. 12).

The disciples of the Lord could expect a fearful time. For 
that reason Jesus summoned them to persevere especially at 
this time, for without persevering to the end along the path 
that God would lead them, there would be no entrance into 
eternal life (v. 13).

That fearful time would also be a long time. The existence 
of Israel with its holy city and temple would come to an end 
only when the gospel of Jesus’s kingship had been preached 
in the whole world as a testimony for all nations (v. 14). Notice 
that the word all here, as in verse 9, which speaks of gospel 
preaching to all nations, must not be forced. In the Old Tes-
tament Hebrew the word translated all often means “many”. 
This is also the case in New Testament Greek. One should 
not interpret the phrase “throughout the whole world” abso-
lutely. The word used here, oikoumenē, was not customarily 
used to refer to inhabitants of the earth as we see the globe 
pictured in our atlases today, but the world insofar as it was 
then known to be inhabited, something that for people like 
Paul, who used the word most often, came down practically 
to the countries and nations of the Roman Empire. When the 
gospel had sounded forth in that inhabited world, the end of 
Jerusalem would come.
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Jesus indicates a particular time in the future when his 
disciples will have to flee from Jerusalem (24:15–22)
“I am the good shepherd,” our Savior once said (John 

10:11). Shortly before his death he showed that he really was 
such a shepherd, when he provided a way for his disciples to 
escape the distress of the siege and occupation of Jerusalem 
by the Romans. They would have to leave Jerusalem early and 
flee to the mountains to hide in the crevasses and caves. But 
when would they have to do that? Answer: when what Jesus 
called “the abomination of desolation” occurred. This phrase 
was known from the book of Daniel (9:27; 11:31; and 12:11). 
The Lord was advising them to pay close attention when read-
ing that book of the Bible.

This was not the first time that the Lord Jesus quoted 
from the book of Daniel. He did that also when he told the 
scribes that “the Son of Man” had no place to lay his head 
(Matt. 8:20), citing a well-known phrase from Daniel 7:13–
14. But when he speaks here about “the abomination of des-
olation,” he is reminding his listeners not of a prophecy of 
Daniel involving himself, but about a prophecy concerning 
the infamous Syrian king Antiochus Epiphanes. Antiochus 
had given himself the second name, Epiphanes, for he saw 
himself as a “revelation” or “manifestation” (Greek epipha-
neia) of the Greek god Zeus. That was why he got along well 
with the Hellenizing party among the Jerusalem populace 
that cooperated in devoting the temple of Yahweh from that 
time on to Zeus (and thus simultaneously to Antiochus) by 
placing an image of Zeus in the temple. The apostle Paul 
referred to this foolish Antiochus when he talked about the 
man (or the human race) who at the end of the world “op-
poses and exalts himself against every so-called god or ob-
ject of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of 
God, proclaiming himself to be God” (2 Thess. 2:4). A com-
mon reminder of the terrible time under Antiochus Epiph-
anes would also have been the number 1,260 in Revelation 
11:3 and 12:6.
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It is true that Antiochus Epiphanes did not destroy the 
temple in Jerusalem, but with his his outrageous conduct he 
left no believing priest able to contribute any longer to the 
worship of Yahweh. Such men were ultimately dismissed en-
tirely. God’s faithful servants stayed away from the temple.

The temple was not destroyed, but it certainly ended up 
in disgrace as a defiled and depopulated structure. That oc-
curred not only through the criminal conduct of an arrogant 
pagan like Antiochus, but also—and this was far worse—
through Jewish leaders.

The following events happened a couple of years before 
AD 70 in Jerusalem. The Zealots, the anti-Roman resistance 
fighters, were all Jews, but there was serious division among 
them. Ultimately three groups emerged from their number in 
Jerusalem, and each party attempted to gain supremacy in the 
city. Thereafter, they took to fighting against each other in the 
city. They even made the temple into a fort, as it were, inside 
which people fought each other. Only then did the Romans 
make a breach in the wall and take over both city and temple. 
That was the end of the matter.

But in order to make his disciples aware of a short pe-
riod during which they could get out of Jerusalem, the Lord 
Jesus focused their attention prophetically on the preceding 
shameful conduct of Jewish people against each other. And 
in the temple, of all places, as though they were Gentiles, 
worshipers not of Israel’s God but of an idol, an image, an 
abomination. It was as if the time of the ruthless Antiochus 
Epiphanes had returned.

The reader must be careful, then, in reading Luke 21:20–
21. There it says: “When you see Jerusalem surrounded by 
armies, then know that its desolation has come near. Then let 
those who are in Judea flee to the mountains. . . .” The reader 
should not take the word armies to refer to Roman armies. 
Once the Romans had begun their siege of Jerusalem, no flee-
ing was possible any longer. Those who tried to escape were 
crucified by the Romans in the environs of Jerusalem.
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No, while the resistance fighters were erecting their en-
campments around the city, at that point there was still time 
to flee. That was the time period Jesus was talking about with 
his disciples (vv. 15–16).

But that period (between the occupation of the city and 
temple by the Zealots, and the siege of Jerusalem by the Ro-
mans) would last only a short time. That is why the disci-
ples—and their followers—would need to hurry. Anyone on 
the rooftop would need to flee by way of the steps leading 
down along the outside of the house, without first going in-
side the house to grab things to take along (v. 17). And who-
ever had left his outer garment home as he went out to work 
in the field should not go get it first (v. 18). Get out of there! 
Flee the city! This contrasted with what others usually did in 
the face of threatening military danger. Those people sought 
protection behind the walls of the nearest city. But Jesus’s 
advice was this: Get out and go to the mountains!

Notice how moved with pity Jesus was, as he looked 
ahead to all that misery experienced by women who were 
expecting children or during those days were nursing their 
children (v. 19). He counseled his listeners to pray that peo-
ple would not have to flee in the winter, that is, in the rainy 
season, when the roads were difficult to navigate, and also 
not on the Sabbath, because on that day people could expect 
little or no help from strict observers of the Sabbath com-
mandment (v. 20).

Finally, Jesus provided his disciples one more explanation 
of the great urgency with which he was pressing them to flee 
from Jerusalem. He describes his reasons for that with words 
that remind us again of the book of Daniel (Dan. 12:1). The 
misery within the city of Jerusalem that was seething with na-
tionalists fighting each other would be such great misery “as 
has not been from the beginning of the world until now, no, 
and never will be.” But God would shorten those days for the 
sake of the elect, those in Palestine who confessed Christ. The 
Romans put an end to that misery (vv. 21–22).
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Jesus warns his disciples that they must not let false 
messiahs tempt them to believe that Jerusalem would not 
be destroyed but rather spared by the activity of one false 
messiah or other (24:23–28)
As certain as Jesus was that the temple would soon be 

destroyed, others were equally certain that this could never 
happen. We know from hindsight who spoke the truth.

But everybody realizes what kind of fascinating influ-
ence can spread through incessant talk and preaching. As 
Jesus said, this would happen when the time of tribulation 
approached that he had just identified for his disciples (see 
v. 15). Then people would say to each other, “Have you heard 
that the promised messiah has appeared? You can be sure of it 
for so-and-so has appeared as his prophet and has announced 
his arrival. He proved the truth of such words by performing 
great signs and miracles.”

The Lord Jesus foretold that something like this would 
happen repeatedly and that such claims would find all-too-
eager acceptance, so eager that if it were possible, even the 
elect, those who confessed him as the true Messiah, would be 
tempted to believe that Jerusalem would never be destroyed 
because it would be preserved by this or that messiah. But 
Jesus foretold that both city and temple would be destroyed, 
and he warned his disciples now not to lend any credence to 
contrary claims (vv. 22–24). He underscored his warning with 
this brief saying: “See, I have told you beforehand” (v. 25).

Indeed, in order to warn his disciples strongly about the 
claims that here or there in the wilderness someone was pre-
paring to enter Jerusalem as messiah, or that here or there in 
the city the messiah could be found who was holding back 
for the time being, Jesus foretold how the real appearance 
of him who is the real Messiah would happen on the last 
day. It would happen in a manner that removed doubt for 
everybody. The Lord would be visible to everybody, just like 
a storm. High in the sky a flash of lightning appeared, visible 
to everyone from east to west (vv. 26–27).
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Then came the conclusion.
Jesus concluded by speaking a phrase that in his days was 

surely a common proverb: “Wherever the corpse is, there the 
vultures will gather” (v. 28). With this saying, Jesus points 
once again, for the umpteenth time, to Jerusalem who stood 
guilty of having earlier put to death all of God’s prophets 
and was now busy rejecting God’s highest Prophet, the only 
true Messiah, and would soon put him to death. Was it not 
obvious that a terrible unleashing of God’s wrath would not 
be stayed upon the place where that terrible evil would be 
committed? This explains the sharp proverb whose relevance 
everyone must have understood. In the ancient Near East, 
whenever a cadaver of a horse or donkey ended up along 
the path, after a brief time people would undoubtedly see 
vultures strike. Where sin is committed, there punishment 
will fall.

Jesus adds something to his comment about his return 
(24:29–31)
The Savior had warned specifically and extensively about 

temptation through false messiahs. Because they were to ex-
pect the return of no other messiah than he, he commented 
that this return would leave no questions since it would be 
clearly visible for all people, just like when it storms and the 
lightning can be seen by everyone, high in the sky (v. 27). 
Then the Lord spoke further about the destruction of the tem-
ple and Jerusalem (v. 28).

Before proceeding with the matter, however, Jesus added 
three more items to the brief comment about his return.

First, concerning the universe at the time of Jesus’s re-
turn (v. 29). While this generation was still alive, and that 
terrible tribulation in and around Jerusalem and its temple 
recently had ended, there would be one more great event that 
was relevant for the disciples’ future expectation: the return 
of their Master. They would not need to look immediately for 
any other great event.



 233

Parenthetically, the reader should not understand the 
opening words of verse 29 (“immediately after the tribulation 
of those days”) to be a particular prophecy of Jesus’s return, 
as if that would occur directly (“immediately”) after the de-
struction of Jerusalem in AD 70. Had that been the meaning, 
then the Lord would have contradicted himself later when 
he said, “But concerning that day and hour no one knows” 
(v. 36). And then today we would have to note that the proph-
ecy had never been fulfilled.

No, Jesus provided information not about the day and hour 
of his return but rather about the extent of the area affected 
by his return. That area would include the entire universe. Je-
sus’s return would be accompanied with an enormous change 
in the entire creation. Everything would give evidence of what 
a great event had occurred, namely, that an end had come to 
Jesus’s humiliation. But then a definitive end, not a provi-
sional end, as occurred with his resurrection from the grave. 
Not even like what happened with his ascension, although 
from that time forward he was glorified in heaven as the Son 
of Man (Dan. 7:13). No, at his return it will become evident 
that this lowly Jesus is no one less than Lord of creation. The 
entire creation will honor him, at the command of the Father, 
of course, as well as all angels and people, wicked and good, 
whether they want to or not.

Second, concerning Jesus himself at his return (v. 30). 
On that day our Savior will be seen by all creatures as one 
great resplendent miracle. For that, the light of sun, moon, 
and stars will be unnecessary. That light will be extinguished. 
Jesus himself will appear in such great glory and majesty that 
there will be no lack of light. For then the Son of Man (Dan. 
7:13) will step forward from his initial glory at the right hand 
of his Father and be manifest as Lord of creation and Judge of 
all rational creatures in the universe. His Majesty, King Jesus, 
heir of all things (Heb. 1)!

Third, concerning the fate of his elect (v. 31). By speak-
ing about Jerusalem just now, Jesus showed that he had not 
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forgotten his elect, the faithful confessors of his kingship (vv. 
22, 24). At his return he will surely not forget them, but will 
send forth his angels to gather his elect “from the four winds.” 
From 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18 you can see how Jesus will care 
not only for those still alive but also for those believers who 
have fallen asleep and are buried. The apostle Paul urges us to 
admonish and comfort each other with this joyous prospect.

Jesus informs his disciples that they can see the time of 
the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple coming near, 
but that he cannot foretell for them the day of his return 
(24:32–42)
In this Scripture passage approximately the same events 

are in view as in verses 5–31, where we are told about Jesus’s 
response to two questions of his disciples regarding the de-
struction of the temple and the end of the world (v. 5). At 
that point the Lord devoted most of his attention to the de-
struction of Jerusalem and made only a brief remark about 
his return (v. 27), though he returned to deal with this more 
broadly later (vv. 29–31). In this portion of Scripture (vv. 
32–42), however, the same two subjects are in view, except 
that now less attention is being devoted to the destruction of 
Jerusalem and more attention to Jesus’s return, although the 
sequence is the same.

First, concerning the destruction of Jerusalem (vv. 32–
35). This is something the disciples would be able to see com-
ing near, just as they could observe the approach of summer 
by looking at the fig tree. Clear enough, for even though most 
trees in Palestine have leaves throughout the entire year, the 
fig tree loses it leaves once summer is finished, and sprouts 
new leaves when the weather gets warm again. Such clear 
language would soon be confirmed by the facts Jesus was 
foretelling, events that would be occurring among the Jew-
ish people and around and within Jerusalem. There would be 
mutual strife among various parties among the people, each 
with its own leader. There would be encampments around 
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Jerusalem and fights against each other in the temple. Every-
thing Jesus had foretold about this would certainly be taking 
place within this generation, that is, within about forty years. 
Certainly. Amēn, Jesus added. Heaven and earth would one 
day be shaken, he said (v. 29), but his prophecy about Jerusa-
lem and the temple would definitely not.

Second, concerning Jesus’s return (vv. 36–42). Jesus 
gave—indeed, had to give—an entirely different answer to the 
disciples’ second question, concerning his return and the end 
of the world (v. 3). He could not identify one prior sign that 
they could use to calculate the time of Jesus’s return. Why 
not? Because no one knows that day or hour: no human be-
ing, no angels, and not even the Son, but only the Father 
(v. 36). Our Savior’s statement must not be used for a purpose 
for which it was not given. For example, some deduce from 
it that the Lord Jesus was actually less than God, inferior to 
the Father. That conclusion is entirely incorrect (see, among 
other places, Rom. 9:5). No, our Savior said this to remind his 
disciples of his position of deep humiliation to which he had 
voluntarily submitted himself as Mediator between God and 
man, as Servant of the Lord (Isa. 53), who came to destroy 
the works of Satan and to reconcile us to God (2 Cor. 5:19; 
1 John 3:8). As such our Savior himself was also awaiting and 
continues to await obediently the day of his complete exalta-
tion by the Father.

Because Jesus had no knowledge of the day and hour of 
his return, he refrained from providing any indication of it. 
In contrast to the destruction of Jerusalem, his return would 
not be preceded by any prior signs and therefore could not 
be calculated. It would occur unexpectedly, suddenly, like 
a surprise. For everybody. Just like the flood. Thanks to his 
preaching, Noah’s contemporaries could have known that 
the flood was coming but not precisely when it would come. 
The flood overcame Noah’s contemporaries in the midst of 
their ordinary daily living. Well, that’s also how it will be 
with Jesus’s return. Men and women will be busy working. 
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For example, two men will be working in the field and two 
women will be busy at home with grinding the grain for bak-
ing bread. Suddenly, Jesus’s return will take place, and the 
great separation will be made among all people. Those who 
have stood on the side of Jesus and his believers will be taken 
up to meet the Lord Jesus. But not the others. In the blink of 
an eye that great separation will be carried out (1 Cor. 15:52; 
1 Thess. 4:17).

With an eye to his future return, which would not receive 
any further announcement, Jesus gave his disciples the good 
advice to be constantly prepared for it: “Watch, therefore, for 
you do not know what day your Lord and Master will come!”

By Means of Several Parables, Jesus Impresses 
upon the Heart of His Disciples His Good Counsel 
That They Must Always Be Watching to Meet Their 
Lord (24:43–25:30)

For this the Lord Jesus used the following four parables.

The parable of the thief in the night (24:43–44)
In response to their question about when the temple 

would be destroyed, Jesus could give his disciples a few in-
dications, but in response to their question about his coming 
and the end of the world, he could not provide such indica-
tions. He would return unexpectedly. That unexpectedness 
led Jesus to point to the flood. But he compared it further to 
the breaking in of a thief. Of course such a thief would not 
give notice beforehand; otherwise, the resident of the house 
would be on his guard and be ahead of the thief. But since the 
thief would break in during the night, unknown beforehand, 
one needed to be constantly on guard. Not just now and then, 
but always. So too the disciples must always be ready to ap-
pear before Jesus as the future Judge of the living and the 
dead. Later the apostle Paul also used this metaphor of a thief 
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in the night to encourage the Christians in Thessalonica to be 
alert at all times for Christ’s return (1 Thess. 5:1–11).

The parable of the faithful and unfaithful servants 
(24:45–51)
By means of this parable as well, the Lord Jesus wanted to 

direct his disciples to the unexpected character of his return. 
One can already infer this from the first part of this parable, 
but especially from the second part.

In the first part, the Lord tells about a servant who was 
trusted by his master on account of his care, so much so that 
when he had to leave home for a time, the master entrusted 
to him the care of his personnel, particularly their food. The 
Lord emphatically assured his listeners that if this chief ser-
vant showed himself faithful in his task when his master re-
turned home, the master would reward the faithful servant 
with the highest position available, namely, ruler over all 
his possessions.

But in the second part we read of a servant who also ini-
tially gave his master an impression of being faithful, such 
that during his absence he also gave him the oversight of 
all his fellow slaves, but the chief servant used this position 
with shameful unfaithfulness. He acted like a ruthless boss 
toward the servants and led a life of excess and drunkenness. 
That happened because he thought to himself that his master 
would not return for a time.

At that point the Lord showed very clearly, however, what 
he meant with this parable. He said that the unfaithful con-
duct of this kind of servant would be severely punished, be-
cause he evidently was a hypocrite. The day of his master’s 
return was terrible for that unfaithful servant. He was un-
masked and severely punished. Broken. Ultimately he would 
be cast into hell, where there would be weeping and gnashing 
of teeth.

The Lord had taught the close of this parable once be-
fore, when he had healed the servant of the centurion from 
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Capernaum. With that parable Jesus declared that he had not 
found among anyone in Israel such great faith as that of the 
(Gentile) centurion, which is why many children of the king-
dom would one day be cast out into the outer darkness, where 
there would be weeping and gnashing of teeth (Matt. 8:12).

From this and other elements it seems that the Lord Je-
sus spoke this parable to warn everyone who had heard his 
gospel. But from the fact that in this parable the Lord placed 
two chief servants in contrast to each other, it follows that he 
intended it especially to encourage to faithfulness those to 
whom an important place in the church either was or in time 
would be entrusted.

That we must think especially of such leading figures in 
God’s church appears also from the parallel of this parable 
in Luke 12. There we read that after the parable of the thief 
in the night (Luke 12:41), Peter asked: “Lord, are you telling 
this parable for us or for all?” Jesus answered this question 
with the parable of the faithful and the unfaithful servants 
(Luke 12:42–48).

If it sounds strange to the Bible reader that this parable 
begins with a question, then we must recall the various places 
in the Old Testament where the use of a counterquestion to 
answer a question is not at all unusual and is an indication not 
of uncertainty but rather of firm certainty.

The parable of the five wise and the five foolish maidens 
(25:1–13)
Certainly as interesting as the beginning of the preceding 

parable was (answering a question with a question), so is the 
beginning of this parable. From verse 1 it appears that the 
Lord Jesus was employing the Hebrew narrative technique 
that provided a brief summary in the beginning of the story 
and then followed with the detail. Nowadays people might 
put that as a heading, like this: On the last day the kingdom of 
heaven will be just like the ten girls who took their lamps and went 
out to meet the bridegroom.
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The conduct of the girls that this parable portrays un-
doubtedly corresponded with the custom of that day. First, 
they would gather in the house of the bride or in a house 
nearby. When the bridegroom came to get his bride, he would 
be met with festive celebration. Later, everyone would leave 
for the house of the bridegroom in a parade, with the bride 
and bridegroom in their midst.

Why did all of this happen during the evening, indeed, 
during the night? Surely because during the day the bride-
groom had to bid farewell to friends and acquaintances. This 
explains why he came a bit later than expected and why he 
had to be met with the help of the necessary lamps. People in 
those days didn’t have street lighting like we do. Each person 
had to provide a lamp or a torch in order to walk in the dark 
by its light. Since the bridegroom made them wait a bit longer 
for him, people needed to provide not just the oil in the lamp 
itself but also a jar with extra oil in case the lamp needed more.

Here the parable comes to a very important point, for five 
of the girls had not provided themselves with oil in reserve. Ini-
tially this would not have been obvious. All ten fell asleep, which 
is understandable. But then suddenly the arrival of the bride-
groom was announced, and it became clear that five did not 
have enough oil to keep their lamps burning. At that point they 
hurried to the oil merchants and bought some oil. But that took 
far too much time. Ultimately they returned to a locked door.

As the narrative of the parable progresses, its point be-
comes more clear. The Lord Jesus wanted to use this para-
ble to warn his disciples against carelessness, which can so 
easily master a person. Did our Savior want to point to that 
by speaking of both foolish and wise girls? Because of their 
carelessness, fifty percent ended up standing before a locked 
door. That was a lot!

If his disciples were not alert every day for the return of 
their Master, but allowed themselves to be tempted to live a 
life apart from him, they too could end up hearing, “I do not 
know you!” With this shocking statement we must recall the 
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deep significance that the word know can occasionally have 
in Holy Scripture. Often, know means “acknowledge,” “love,” 
and “honor.”

The conclusion of this parable completely removes all pos-
sible doubt about Jesus’s intention. He wanted to warn no 
less than his own disciples against carelessness. It is not for 
nothing that the last verse states: “Watch therefore, for you 
know neither the day nor the hour” (v. 13). This is a striking 
repetition of 24:42, 44.

The parable of the talents (25:14–30)
This parable is connected closely with the preceding pas-

sage, with the little word for (v. 14). But that close connection 
with the preceding appears still more clearly from the Greek 
at the beginning of verse 14, not simply by what it says, but by 
what it doesn’t say. Our English translations look for a subject 
and often choose the nondescript word it, though even that 
is not present in the original Greek. The subject involved is 
not mentioned at all, apparently because it was thought to 
be familiar: the kingdom of heaven mentioned in verse 1. If 
we could be bold enough to identify that as the subject, we 
would still have to put it in brackets. It would read something 
like this: “For [the reckoning of the kingdom of heaven one 
day will be] like a man who went on a journey,” and so forth. 
Then follows the parable of the talents. From it, the word tal-
ent became so familiar to our ancestors that our language has 
inherited from them the word talent in the sense of “gift.” Our 
word talented means “gifted.” But originally the word talent 
referred to a large sum of money, some six thousand denarii 
(see discussion at 18:24).

In this parable the Lord Jesus talks once again about a 
master of slaves and about a master who went on a trip and 
stayed away a long time. Once again there is an allusion to 
Jesus’s return. It could perhaps be postponed for a long time.

When he left for a foreign country, the master called 
his servants and entrusted his possessions to them. These 
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possessions refer not to real estate assets but to personal 
property. That becomes evident from the story that follows. 
The master entrusted talents to his servants. Today we would 
say that he entrusted his money to them. And he did not 
give all three the same amount, but to each “according to 
his ability.” If we are permitted to possess gifts, that is due 
to God’s free grace and wisdom. We are not accountable 
for that, though we are accountable for the use we make 
of them.

To the first slave the master entrusted five talents, to the 
second slave, two talents, and to the third slave, one talent.

We are told that the first servant was so industrious in 
working with his five talents that he earned five more. We are 
told that with his two talents the second servant earned two 
more. But the third servant hid his talent in the ground.

When the master returned and settled accounts with the 
group of three, the first and second servants came eagerly to 
meet him, reported on their activities, were commended for 
their faithfulness, received a promised reward that would sur-
pass what had been entrusted to them, and were invited to the 
master’s table.

But when the turn came for the third servant, he was so 
foolish as to have imagined his master to be a great egoist. 
Therefore he had buried the talent entrusted to him in the 
ground for safekeeping, and when he gave it back to his mas-
ter, he declared impolitely, “Here you have what is yours.” In 
other words, “You have nothing to criticize me for.”

But then he too received his deserved reward. First, he 
had to hear that he had behaved like a sluggard. Next, his one 
talent was given to the first servant, the slave who already had 
ten talents, for everyone who uses his talents industriously 
will receive more. But everyone who wastes his talent, even 
though it is but one, has nothing left. He is punished, for 
ultimately the master commanded that the unfruitful servant 
be cast into the outer darkness, where there is weeping and 
gnashing of teeth (cf. Matt. 24:51).
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Notice how the relevance of this parable clearly radiates 
outward from these last verses. The image of the reality (the 
parable) makes room for the reality itself (settling accounts). 
It is as though one already hears the future Judge pronounce 
his judgment upon the living and the dead.

This last parable of the series of four is connected espe-
cially to the preceding one, the parable of the five careful and 
the five careless girls, for in what should the carefulness of 
the disciples consist? In this: industriously devoting the gifts 
entrusted to them to the spread of the gospel. That is how 
they would conduct themselves fruitfully for the acknowl-
edgment everywhere of Jesus’s kingship, for industry is re-
warded. Not the gifts, for those are loaned through God’s 
grace. But God will reward each one according to his works, 
says Romans 2:6.

Jesus Informs His Disciples as to How He 
Will Return and How He Will Then Judge (25:31–46)

This is the last part of the answer our Savior gave his disciples 
in response to their two questions, regarding the destruction 
of the temple and concerning his coming and the end of the 
world (Matt. 24:3). First, he engaged especially their former 
question and, later, their second question. Finally, he told his 
disciples the following two things.

First, how he would return (25:31a). He would come as 
“the Son of Man.” But then no longer as a humble and poor 
human being who had no place to lay his head (8:20), but 
like the son of man of Daniel 7:13–14. Clothed with glory. 
Something visible to all the angels who would surround him.

Second, how he would judge (25:31b–46). He would 
then sit upon the throne of his glory, a different throne from 
the one upon which he had been waiting in heaven for the 
day of his return (Heb. 10:13). This would be a throne upon 
earth, and he would take his place on this throne in order to 
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acquit himself of the last part of the task laid upon him by the 
Father, namely, to judge (John 5:22).

Apparently, he had brought with him all those angels in 
order to exercise that judgment. Earlier he had foretold that 
they would gather not only his elect from everywhere (Matt. 
24:31) but also the workers of unrighteousness (13:41, 49). 
“All the nations” would be gathered before him. This refers to 
all people. Jesus would then separate them from each other 
“as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.” This re-
fers to the work of a shepherd, who during the day allowed 
sheep and goats to graze together, but in the evening sep-
arated these animals from each other, the mild-mannered 
sheep from the ornery, often irritating goats. Just as infallibly 
as a shepherd performs this task, the Lord Jesus will know 
the ones to whom he will be gracious and the ones upon 
whom he will have to pronounce God’s curse. He will have 
the sheep take their place at his right hand, and the goats at 
his left hand.

Next the Lord Jesus spoke about the norm and rule ac-
cording to which he will render this judgment. In this con-
nection he restricted himself, as will become evident, to those 
people who had come into contact with the gospel. Evidently, 
he did not intend to provide a complete description of what 
will happen at the last day. We learn nothing here, for exam-
ple, about the resurrection of the dead (vv. 32–33).

All the more expansively did our Savior foretell how he 
will render judgment on those who did and those who did not 
listen to the gospel—put another way, on those whose place 
he would assign at his right hand, and on those whose place 
he would assign at his left hand. He would do all of this by 
virtue of his judicial competence and authority. Jesus has said 
twice already that “the King” would tell them (vv. 34 and 40). 
But that will happen in connection with the ancient arrange-
ment in Israel that supreme judicial authority belonged to the 
king (2 Sam. 15:2–3; 1 Kgs. 3:16–28).
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What Jesus will say to those whom he will place  at his 
right hand (vv. 34–40)
Jesus will greet these as “you blessed of my Father” be-

cause, as will become evident in a moment, they believingly 
acknowledged and loved him as the one sent by the Father 
and as their Savior. He will invite them to inherit the king-
dom that was prepared for them from the foundation of the 
world (v. 34). With the phrase “the foundation of the world,” 
Jesus is referring to the beginning not of heaven and earth 
but of Israel as the people of the Sinai covenant. The gospel 
of Christ already sounded in Paradise (Gen. 3:15). But God 
spoke it especially to Abraham, when he promised this patri-
arch that he would give to him and his posterity the land of 
Canaan. Through the coming and work of Christ, the content 
of this promise has appeared so richly that the apostle Paul 
once wrote that God promised Abraham the whole world (kos-
mos, Rom. 4:13) and that not only believing Israelites but also 
believing Gentiles were children of Abraham (Gal. 3:7). The 
expression “from the foundation of the world” means “from 
the patriarchal period,” during which God bound himself to 
Abraham and to God’s people Israel, and did so with such 
rich promises that today we often speak of the gospel of the 
ages, now that we know what God’s Son came to do.

Those who have believed in this gospel not only will be 
invited by Judge and King Jesus to take the promised inher-
itance in receipt; from him they also will get to hear the rea-
sons why they were esteemed worthy of that. “For”—this is 
an explanatory particle—“for I was hungry and you gave me 
food. I was thirsty and you gave me drink. I was a stranger 
and you welcomed me,” that is, received him hospitably, “I 
was naked,” without sufficient clothes, “and you clothed me, 
I was sick and you visited me. I was in prison and you came 
to me” (vv. 35–36).

Since by no means all believers will have encountered the 
Lord Jesus himself during his life on earth, many of them will 
be surprised by those warm words of Jesus spoken to them. 
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With a view to that, Jesus foretold: “Then the righteous will 
answer him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and 
feed you, or thirsty and give you drink? And when did we see 
you a stranger and welcome you,’ ” that is, receive him hospi-
tably, “ ‘or naked and clothe you? And when did we see you 
sick or in prison and visit you?’ ” (vv. 37–39).

But then the King will answer that he was hardly fanta-
sizing but rather speaking about facts that really happened. 
“Truly I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these 
my brothers, you did it to me” (v. 40).

What Jesus will say to those whom he will place at his left 
hand (vv. 41–45)
To these Jesus will say exactly the opposite: “Depart from 

me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and 
his angels” (v. 41). And for similarly opposite reasons: “For I 
was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you 
gave me no drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome 
me, naked and you did not clothe me, sick and in prison and 
you did not visit me” (vv. 42–43).

Since by no means all unbelievers will have encountered 
the Lord Jesus himself during his life on earth, many of them 
will be surprised by those stern words of Jesus spoken to 
them. With a view to that, Jesus foretold: “Then they also will 
answer, saying: ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty 
or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not min-
ister to you?’ ” (v. 44) The word minister here has the meaning 
of “help.”

But then the King will answer that he was hardly fanta-
sizing but rather speaking about facts that really happened: 
“Truly, I say to you, as you did not do it to one of the least 
of these, you did not do it to me” (v. 45). Naturally, with the 
phrase  “the least of these,” His Majesty Jesus was referring 
once again, as in verse 48, to the least of his brothers.

Finally, in a brief sentence the Lord Jesus foretold what 
future awaits both believers and unbelievers: “These will go 
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away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal 
life” (v. 46).

This is the end of Jesus’s answer to his disciples’ question 
about his coming and the end of the world (24:3). He did not 
mention any day or hour. He did not even identify any indi-
cation or sign of its coming. But he did command them once 
more that they should love one another (John 14–15).



Closing Scenes 
(Matt. 26–28)





Chapter 12

Jesus’s Suffering, Death, and 
Burial 

(Matt. 26–27)

Jesus’s suffering, death, and burial took place in Jerusalem. 
Following those events, Matthew still has to tell us about 

Jesus’s resurrection and return to Galilee (Matt. 28).

Jesus Foretells to His Disciples That He 
Will Be Crucified at the Feast of Passover (26:1–2)

When there were only a few days left in the last week of his 
life, before his death on the cross, our Savior reminded his 
disciples that in two days it would be Passover—also called 
the Feast of Unleavened Bread—and he told them: “And the 
Son of Man will be delivered up to be crucified” (v. 2).

This is one of the many places in the New Testament 
where we hear the Lord Jesus speaking about himself using 
the words “Son of Man” as though speaking about an ordi-
nary man, in this case, a deeply humiliated man. But just a 
short time earlier, in 25:31, we heard him use the same words 
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to identify himself as the Christ who would one day appear in 
great glory (see commentary on 8:20).

For the phrase “delivered up,” the Greek word is the same 
as the one used for “to betray.” The meaning of the Greek 
word is rather flexible. Here it could mean the same thing 
as in 20:18, namely, handed over to the Gentiles—that is, the 
Romans, who reserved for themselves the right to impose the 
punishment of crucifixion.

According to the Sanhedrin, Jesus Must 
Be Put to Death, but Not at the Passover Feast 
(26:3–5)

The Jewish Council held a meeting concerning Jesus in the 
palace of the high priest. In those days this was Caiaphas. 
Earlier, when Lazarus was raised, Caiaphas had said to the 
Sanhedrin that this Jesus would have to die, and since that 
time people had been taking counsel together about that 
(John 11:49–53). But here Matthew tells us that according 
to this assembly, care had to be taken that Jesus’s execution 
would stir up as little dust as possible. Therefore they de-
cided to arrest and kill him “by stealth.” Thus, not during 
the feast, otherwise a riot could break out among the many 
festival participants.

In a moment, Matthew will inform his readers about that 
phrase “by stealth.”

Jesus Is Anointed by Mary but Betrayed by Judas 
(26:6–16)

Matthew tells us in verse 6 that these two events, Mary’s 
anointing and Judas’s betrayal, happened “when Jesus was at 
Bethany in the house of Simon the leper.” That would mean 
that Matthew’s narrative is going back a few days, for we know, 
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thanks to John 12:1, that Jesus arrived in Bethany six days be-
fore Passover. That’s when the following events occurred.

Mary anoints Jesus (vv. 6–13)
In addition to finding this narrative in Matthew, we find 

it also in Mark 14:3–9 and John 12:1–3. Although John tells 
us that Lazarus also participated in the meal and Martha was 
serving, this meal did not occur in the house of Lazarus and 
his sisters; rather, it occurred in the house of Simon, who had 
apparently acquired the nickname “the leper.” Nothing more 
about him can be said with certainty. Whether he had been 
healed from such a terrible disease by Jesus we do not know. 
Naturally, at the time this meal occurred he was no longer a 
leper, or else he would not have been able to participate.

During this meal a woman—from John 12:3, this was 
Lazarus’s sister, Mary—went to Jesus with an alabaster jar 
full of expensive myrrh (sweet-smelling oil) and emptied the 
entire jar on Jesus. Mark adds, in 14:3, that in order to do this 
she needed first to break open the jar. One imagines that she 
broke off the long narrow neck of the jar.

Rather than being charmed by this extraordinary demon-
stration of respect toward their Master, the disciples strongly 
disapproved of this act of Mary. They considered her pouring 
out the entire jar rather than sprinkling a few drops to be, in 
a word, wasteful. What a sum of money was wasted! Mary 
could have done better by giving that to the poor!

But the Lord Jesus himself defended Mary against his 
disciples. According to him, she had not deserved their loud 
disapproval. She had done nothing bad. She had shown in-
sight into the fact that Jesus would not remain in this world, 
whereas in this world there would always be poor people. 
Jesus was going to die and would be buried, and she was do-
ing for his body now, while he was alive, what people usually 
did with the bodies of the dead, namely, anoint them. Jesus 
even foretold that this act of Mary would one day be told with 
honor around the world wherever the gospel was proclaimed.

12. Jesus’s Suffering, Death, and Burial
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But Judas betrays Jesus (vv. 14–16)
Just like the other disciples, Judas too disapproved of 

Mary’s act. According to John 12:5–6, he had assessed the 
value of the jar of oil to be three hundred denarii (cf. Matt. 
18:28) and asked why this sum had not been given to the 
poor. But John adds the comment that Judas said this not 
out of concern for the poor, “but because he was a thief, and 
having charge of the moneybag he used to help himself to 
what was put into it.”

But worst of all was that—note this well—as one of the 
twelve disciples he went to the chief priests with the offer to 
deliver Jesus to them. He asked how much money they would 
pay him, and they gave him thirty pieces of silver. Matthew 
will come back to this payment later (27:9).

From that point forward, Judas sought the right opportu-
nity to betray Jesus.

We know that Judas succeeded. The Lord Jesus was taken 
prisoner in the darkness, in the garden of Gethsemane. In 
this way the Sanhedrin was able to abandon its original plan 
(not at the feast, Matt. 26:5), and the prediction of the Lord 
Jesus (in two days, 26:2) was fulfilled. For God reigns; he 
led everything so that the shadows of the old dispensation, 
including those of Passover, would be fulfilled by Jesus, 
and so accurately fulfilled that the apostle Paul could later 
write, “For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed” 
(1 Cor. 5:7).

Jesus Mandates That People Prepare the Passover 
Meal for Him, but Does So without Clearly 
Identifying the Place for It (26:17–19)

The Feast of Passover, also called the Feast of Unleavened 
Bread, lasted a week. On the first day of the feast, people 
had their Passover lamb slaughtered in the temple, and in the 
evening they had the Passover meal. The roasted lamb was 
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eaten, and bread and wine were enjoyed together with herbs, 
served in bowls.

On that first day Jesus was asked by one of his disciples 
where he wanted the Passover meal to be prepared for him 
and his followers. If Jesus had mentioned the particular place 
in his answer, Judas would also have known of it and could 
have arranged to have Jesus taken prisoner there early in the 
evening. Then the meal might not have been completed, and 
along with it the institution of the Lord’s Supper. But Jesus 
identified the place in such a way that only two disciples—Pe-
ter and John (Luke 22:8)—to whom he gave instructions knew 
the location. Summarizing briefly, as he commonly does, 
Matthew reports Jesus’s answer about the location this way: 
“Go into the city to a certain man” (v. 17). For the words “to a 
certain man” Matthew uses a nondescript Greek word. Mark 
and Luke report Jesus’s answer more extensively (Mark 14:13–
15; Luke 22:10–12), but even from that, Judas could not have 
determined where Jesus would be celebrating the Passover 
meal. The two disciples mentioned earlier had to go to Jeru-
salem (from Bethany?) and would find a man carrying a jar of 
water—something unusual, since carrying water was usually 
women’s work. They would have to follow that man and tell 
the owner of the house where he entered, “The Teacher says, 
‘My time is at hand. I will keep the Passover at your house 
with my disciples.’ ” On the basis of these words, it has been 
assumed that this man was a confidant of Jesus. In any case 
the disciples completed the mandate Jesus had given them.

At the Meal Jesus Announces That One of His 
Disciples Will Betray Him (26:20–25)

The Passover lamb was to be slaughtered “at dusk” (see Lev. 
23:4–14 and the commentary on that passage), then roasted 
and eaten that evening. This explains why Jesus and the 
Twelve arrived in Jerusalem in the evening and sat down for 
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the Passover meal. Peter and John were in Jerusalem already. 
Actually, Jesus arrived later in the company of ten disciples. 
Nevertheless in Mark 14:17 we read, “And when it was eve-
ning, he came with the twelve.” But that phrase “the twelve” 
would later become a standard phrase that was used even af-
ter the death of Judas (for example, in John 20:24 “Thomas, 
one of the Twelve”).

All four Gospel writers report that during the meal Jesus 
unmasked the betrayal, without naming anyone, and that he 
considered it a terrible atrocity. It was being committed, so 
he said, by someone “who has dipped his hand in the dish 
with me” (v. 23; cf. Mark 14:18, 20). Luke writes, “The hand 
of him who betrays me is with me on the table” (Luke 22:21), 
and John writes, “Jesus was troubled in his spirit, and testi-
fied, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, one of you will betray me’ ” 
(John 13:21).

The disciples also found such a deed reprehensible. “And 
they were very sorrowful and began to say to him one after 
another, ‘Is it I, Lord?’ ” (v. 22). “They began to be sorrowful 
and to say to him one after another, ‘Is it I?’ ” (Mark 14:19). 
“And they began to question one another, which of them it 
could be who was going to do this” (Luke 22:23). “The dis-
ciples looked at one another, uncertain of whom he spoke” 
(John 13:22). With the disciples’ questioning we should recall 
again that in Jesus’s word that we render in English as “be-
tray” some heard only the meaning “hand over,” something 
that could be done accidentally and through carelessness.

In any case, Jesus answered those different questions of 
some of the disciples with a response that on the one hand 
served as a comfort and on the other as a warning for he said: 
“The Son of Man goes as it is written of him, but woe to that 
man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have 
been better for that man if he had not been born” (v. 24; cf. 
Mark 14:21). “For the Son of Man goes as it has been deter-
mined, but woe to that man by whom he is betrayed!” (Luke 
22:22). “I am not speaking of all of you; I know whom I have 
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chosen. But the Scripture will be fulfilled, ‘He who ate my 
bread has lifted his heel against me’ ” (John 13:18, a citation 
from Psa. 41:9, about David being betrayed by Ahithophel).

Finally, Matthew is the only Gospel writer who reports 
how Judas reacted to Jesus’s accusation that he would be 
betrayed by one of his disciples. Judas also asked: “Is it I, 
Rabbi?,” to which Jesus replied, “You have said so” (v. 25). 
Jesus’s response consists of two words in Greek, which are 
given different interpretations. One is that Jesus was saying 
that it was not his fault but Judas’s own fault that his secret 
had been unmasked. But this view doesn’t fit with the answer 
that Jesus gave to John’s question about the betrayer. “ ‘It 
is he to whom I will give this morsel of bread when I have 
dipped it.’ So when he had dipped the morsel, he gave it 
to Judas, the son of Simon Iscariot” (John 13:26). Therefore 
John knew that Judas was the betrayer. For that reason an-
other explanation is more satisfying, according to which the 
brief words of Jesus constitute a rabbinic expression meaning 
“Yes, you are right.”

From John 13 we understand as well that after the bread 
that had been dipped in the dish of herbs was extended 
to Judas, Satan filled Judas so that he left the presence of 
Christ and the other disciples (John 13:27–30). As a result, 
he probably did not participate in the actual Passover meal 
and certainly not in the Holy Supper instituted afterward by 
the Lord.

Jesus Institutes the Lord’s Supper (26:26–29)

Our Savior made the transition after passing a cup with which 
he concluded the Passover meal. One needs to pay careful 
attention when reading Luke 22, or else one could suppose 
that when instituting the Lord’s Supper, Jesus took the cup 
twice and the bread once. That final cup of the Passover meal 
is reported in Luke 22:17–18. Only then, in verses 19–20, does 
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Luke report on the institution of the Lord’s Supper with bread 
and wine, just as we find it described in Matthew 26:26–29 
and, in large measure word for word, in Mark 14:22–25. Mat-
thew tells us that the Lord Jesus took bread, gave thanks for 
that bread (a good custom: Luke 24:30; Acts 27:35), broke 
the bread into pieces, and gave these to the disciples with the 
words “Take, eat; this is my body” (Matt. 26:26).

Suppose that Jesus had said nothing more than “This is my 
body” as he distributed the bread. Then his disciples would 
have understood that he was intending those words not actu-
ally but figuratively. The body of the Lord was, after all, pres-
ent at the table. But what precise meaning he was investing 
in these words became clear for them by means of a few other 
words that Jesus spoke, words not reported by Matthew and 
Mark, but by Luke. According to Luke, Jesus said, “This is my 
body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me” (Luke 
22:19). In this way the disciples must have been reminded 
of the repeated announcements that Jesus had made about 
his suffering and death, and they must have understood that 
Jesus was referring to his death for them and that they in due 
course must keep that remembrance alive by means of meals 
in which bread was broken in remembrance of him.

But the significance and meaning that Jesus was investing 
in those words about bread would become even more clear to 
the disciples by means of what he said when he passed the cup 
around. Apparently, some time passed before Jesus did that. 
In view of “after they had eaten” in Luke 22:20 and 1 Corin-
thians 11:25 (ESV “after supper”), the passing of the cup did 
not occur directly and immediately after the distribution of 
the bread.

When he took this cup, Jesus first gave thanks once again, 
following the beautiful rule that he had observed when he 
took the bread. Naturally this giving of thanks was for the 
content of the cup, for the wine. Next he gave the cup to 
his disciples and said: “Drink of it, all of you, for this is my 
blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the 
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forgiveness of sins” (vv. 27–28). In Mark 14:24 we find the 
same words, except without the phrase “for the forgiveness of 
sins,” and in Luke 22:20 we read: “And likewise the cup after 
they had eaten, saying, ‘This cup that is poured out for you is 
the new covenant in my blood.’ ”

So we observe a few differences between Matthew, Mark, 
and Luke. From this we can infer that our Savior spoke a 
number of words with the passing of bread and wine, most of 
which have been reported by all three Gospel writers; some 
of the words, however, were not transmitted to posterity by 
one or another of the evangelists. Read also what Paul hands 
down in 1 Corinthians 11:23–25, from what had first been 
transmitted to him. It is obvious that we may take together all 
the words of Jesus about the Lord’s Supper handed down to 
us by Matthew, Mark, Luke, and Paul and profit from them. 
From the apostolic writings it appears that the disciples were 
also given to understand—though not immediately but only 
after Pentecost, thanks to their instruction through the prom-
ised Holy Spirit (John 14:26)—that the numerous repeated 
sheddings of blood belonging to the old covenant, no matter 
how holy, were being fulfilled and replaced by the once-for-all 
shedding of “the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb 
without blemish or spot” (1 Pet. 1:19), and that by drinking 
from the cup believers have “participation in the blood of 
Christ” and by eating the bread have “participation in the 
body of Christ” (1 Cor. 10:16).

Regrettably, among Christians in subsequent centuries 
much difference of opinion and conflict has arisen in connec-
tion with this Lord’s Supper, despite the fact that the Lord’s 
Supper held before them precisely their unity in Christ (1 Cor. 
10:17). In the first couple of centuries of the Christian church, 
that conflict did not appear. Covenant language, with its figu-
rative language, was nothing unusual for Israel and surround-
ing nations. Later, that knowledge disappeared. In our own 
day, thanks to archaeological excavations, much of this has 
become known once again.
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The extent to which our Savior saw the Lord’s Supper, 
which he instituted, as an assurance that through his suf-
fering and death a new covenant dispensation would dawn 
appears from the verse with which Matthew concludes his 
report of the institution of the Lord’s Supper: “I tell you I will 
not drink again of this fruit of the vine until that day when I 
drink it new with you in my Father’s kingdom” (v. 29). Jesus’s 
faith saw the distance of centuries that we are able to mea-
sure shrink into a short period of time. Already right after his 
death and shedding of blood on the cross, he saw the coming 
of God’s kingship and of the glory for him and his followers, 
with whom he would sit at the wedding feast of the Lamb 
(Matt. 8:11; Rev. 19:7, 9). There everything would be different, 
better, new.

Jesus Foretells to His Disciples That They 
Will All Take Offense at Him This Night, but They All 
Contradict Him (26:30–35)

According to Jewish tradition the so-called Hallel was sung 
at Passover. Probably Psalms 113–118 were meant, and Mat-
thew has these psalms in view when in verse 30 he writes that 
after singing the song of praise, Jesus and his disciples left 
the room, went out of the city, and walked to the Mount of 
Olives. We know that at this time Jesus was accustomed to 
spending the night there (Luke 21:37).

That was when the following events happened.

Jesus foretells that his disciples will all take offense (ESV 
“fall away”) because of him (vv. 31–32)
The Savior added that this would happen in accordance 

with Zechariah 13:7. This prophecy speaks of a shepherd who 
will be slain and whose flock of sheep will be scattered. Per-
haps that prophecy was initially fulfilled earlier. But it had 
never been fulfilled as in the case of our Savior, the Shepherd 
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par excellence, and of his disciples, the later apostles. Jesus 
also foretold at the same time that he would reunite the dis-
ciples after his resurrection, going ahead of them to Galilee.

We discussed the Greek word that is translated “is . . . 
offended” in Matthew 11:6. That word is used here in verses 
31–32 is such a way that one should translate it using the re-
ciprocal pronoun “themselves.” In the same night that Jesus 
foretold this, they would entirely misunderstand Jesus’s hu-
miliation and, as a result, stumble. Of course it deeply pained 
our Savior to have to watch this happen, yet we do not read 
that he said a word about that, about his own pain. Instead 
he foretold that after his resurrection he would precede his 
disciples to Galilee. This is the language of a real shepherd!

In the ancient Near East shepherds went ahead of their 
flocks. And Galilee was the region from where the disciples 
and Jesus had come, in order to travel via Perea to Judea and 
to Jerusalem to celebrate the Feast of Passover. But in due 
time Jesus would be with them again in Galilee, when the re-
turn trip from Galilee to Jerusalem was accomplished.

After his resurrection Jesus reminded his disciples of 
this promise through the women to whom he had appeared 
(Matt. 28:10).

All the disciples contradict Jesus’s prediction that they 
will take offense (ESV “fall away”) on account of him 
(vv. 33–35)
All of them. All eleven. That is true. But apparently Peter 

started it. In any case, Peter vigorously denied the possibility 
that he would be embarrassed about his Teacher on that same 
night. Even if everyone else did, he would not.

Jesus predicted to Peter that in that same night, before the 
rooster crowed—thus before day had come, while it was still 
night—he would deny Jesus three times. But Peter answered: 
“Even if I must die with you, I will not deny you!” (v. 35a).

We know that the Lord Jesus was right and remained quiet 
about it, for Matthew ends his report about this very sad part 
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of Jesus’s suffering with the forthright statement “And all 
the disciples said the same” (v. 35b). Matthew himself was 
among them.

Jesus Prays in Gethsemane (26:36–46)

Between Jerusalem and the Mount of Olives lay the Kidron 
Valley. On the eastern side, at the foot of the Mount of Ol-
ives, was a garden: Gethsemane (“olive press”). During this 
period Jesus was accustomed to spending the night there, 
which explains why Judas knew of this place (Luke 22:39; 
John 18:1–2).

When they entered the garden, Jesus told his disciples to 
sit there while he went on farther to pray. Nevertheless, he 
took with him Peter, James, and John, for he began to be 
very sad and fearful. He also told them that he felt sorrowful 
even unto death. When he requested that they stay behind, he 
asked them to stay awake with him (vv. 36–38).

Jesus’s first prayer (vv. 39–41)
Jesus himself went a little farther, fell to his face on the 

ground, and prayed: “My Father, if it be possible, let this 
cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will” 
(v. 39). The Lord Jesus used the word cup earlier to refer to his 
suffering and death (20:22).

When he returned to the three, he found them sleeping. 
People have wondered how then the disciples could have 
known what the Lord had prayed. But it is also very possible 
that they had not fallen asleep immediately and thus had seen 
and heard quite a bit of what Jesus had been praying a short 
distance away from them. Moreover, Jesus himself could have 
informed them about these and other details.

But when Jesus returned to the three and saw them sleep-
ing, he asked Peter, and the others with him, whether they 
had so little strength that they could not remain awake with 
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him for one hour. Then he gave them the good advice es-
pecially to stay awake and pray, lest they stumble through 
temptation. As a genuine man like them, Jesus could say 
from his own experience that the spirit of a person can be 
willing, but in the flesh, according to its strength and ability, 
it was impossible to do. The word “flesh” (Greek sarx) refers 
in Holy Scripture not always to the sinful man but also sim-
ply to man: weak, mortal man. Our Savior was not sinful, 
but he was weak (Isa. 53). He could succumb to sorrow and 
fear. That is why he had just prayed so fervently and had 
been heard to the extent that his terrible dread had been 
taken away from him (Heb. 5:7) and an angel had come to 
strengthen him (Luke 22:43).

Jesus’s second prayer (vv. 42–43)
In his second prayer Jesus did not ask again for release 

from suffering and death. Just as he had done in his first 
prayer, Jesus declared his readiness to submit to the will of 
his Father. This time he prayed, “My Father, if this cannot pass 
unless I drink it, your will be done” (v. 42). The second part of 
this prayer was the same as the second part of the first prayer. 
That was the reason Mark writes in 14:39 that Jesus prayed the 
same words for the second time.

When Jesus returned to the three the second time, he found 
them sleeping again. How had that happened? “For their eyes 
were heavy” (v. 43). So did they perhaps wake up and give the 
excuse that they could not keep their eyes open because they 
were exhausted? Whatever the case, the Lord Jesus did not 
speak this time again about human weakness, for he himself 
had no need to do so. Something had changed with him. He 
was now above that terrifying sorrow and fear of a little while 
ago. In answer to his prayer, he had received strength.

Jesus’s third prayer (vv. 44–46)
As we said, the Lord did not admonish his three disciples 

again. Now he no longer experienced the same inexpressibly 
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great need of shared alertness and shared praying that he ini-
tially felt. He went once more to pray, with the same words he 
had used in the second prayer. But he did not ask again for 
the cup of suffering to pass.

When for the third time he returned to the three, he ex-
pressed his amazement that they had kept sleeping and rest-
ing (see the alternate rendering in the ESV), but he awakened 
them with the words “See, the hour is at hand, and the Son 
of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners” (v. 45). In view 
of the context, which shows us how Jesus once again became 
strong and took up the leadership, we are inclined to see the 
phrase “Son of Man” here as an expression of Jesus’s faith 
that, after the deep humiliation of this moment and later, the 
promised exaltation would become his portion at the right 
hand of the Father (see the commentary on 8:20).

In any case, Jesus called his disciples back to reality with 
stout words: “Rise, let us be going; see, my betrayer is at 
hand” (v. 46).

Jesus Allows Himself to Be Taken Prisoner 
(26:47–56)

While Jesus was still busy instructing his disciples about the 
seriousness of the moment, because Judas was approaching, 
this unfaithful disciple arrived along with a sizeable crowd 
comprising the following: first, Judas; second, the chief 
priests and elders (Luke 22:52); third, the leaders of the tem-
ple (Luke 22:52); fourth, some subordinates of chief priests 
and Pharisees (John 18:3); fifth, servants of the high priest 
and of other members of the Sanhedrin (Luke 22:50, John 
18:10, 18, 26); sixth, a band of Roman soldiers (John 18:3); 
and seventh, the captain of this band (John 18:12).

Matthew focuses his readers’ attention on these import-
ant events.
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Jesus warns Judas, who betrays him with a kiss 
(vv. 47–50)
The large crowd had counted on armed resistance and had 

taken along “swords and clubs.” In verse 55 we read that Jesus 
saw these weapons as proof that the people considered him 
a ringleader whose attempted rebellion had to be put down 
with weapons—if necessary, with the sword. Judas had agreed 
with the crowd that he would walk ahead and greet with a kiss 
the one they needed to arrest. The question as to how Judas 
did this is given various answers. One view is that he kissed 
Jesus on the hand, and another view is that he threw his arms 
around Jesus’s neck and kissed him on the mouth or cheek. 
Whatever the case, Jesus treated his betrayer kindly. He ad-
dressed him as “friend” (v. 50) and by name, “Judas,” and 
even admonished him with the question, “Would you betray 
the Son of Man with a kiss?” (Luke 22:48).

As agreed, the men following Judas approached Jesus to 
take him prisoner at that point.

Jesus rejects Peter’s attempt to help with the sword 
(vv. 51–54)
When the disciples saw that the men were going to take 

Jesus prisoner, they called out: “Lord, shall we strike with 
the sword?” (Luke 22:49). One of them—from John 18:10 we 
know that it was Peter—even drew the sword (some translate 
it as “knife”) and cut off the right ear of Malchus, a slave of 
the high priest. We know this from John 18:10 as well. John 
also tells us, however, that the men who came for Jesus were 
initially so afraid of him that they drew back and fell to the 
ground when he stepped forward. This clarifies several things 
for us: for example, that Jesus had the opportunity to disap-
prove of Peter’s impermissible use of the sword; also, that 
thanks to the altercation, Jesus had the opportunity to heal 
Malchus’s ear (Luke 22:51). Jesus could also point out to his 
disciples that he needed merely to call upon his Father, and 
more than twelve legions of angels would be sent to help 
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him, but he could not do this, because Scripture said that 
the Messiah must die. So Jesus bowed obediently under the 
fulfillment of the task of the Messiah as it was made known 
in Scripture.

Jesus protests against the kind of action being taken 
against him (vv. 55–56)
Jesus also used the opportunity to dispel the suggestion 

that he was a ringleader against whom armed force had to be 
used. He did not deserve that. They could have arrested him 
often enough as he sat teaching in the temple during the day. 
But they did not dare to do that, for fear of the people (Matt. 
26:5). Nevertheless, Jesus willingly allowed himself to be put 
in bonds, because, as he said once more, he dared not retreat 
from the task of the Messiah as it had been foretold in the 
writings of the prophets. By this the Lord Jesus was thinking 
of Leviticus 1–7; Isaiah 53; and Psalm 22.

At that point all the disciples left Jesus and fled.

Jesus Is Condemned to Death by the Sanhedrin 
(26:57–68)

In this portion of Scripture, Matthew reports something 
about Peter (v. 58), albeit briefly. Later he will report more 
about Peter (vv. 69–75). Matthew leaves entirely unmen-
tioned the preliminary hearing that Jesus had to undergo at 
the home of Annas, the appointed high priest and father-in-
law of Caiaphas (John 18:13, 24). In his narrative about Jesus 
being sentenced to death, he restricts himself to the follow-
ing facts.

Before Caiaphas Jesus replies to none of the accusations 
brought against him (vv. 59–63a)
Let us briefly mention the difference between Jesus’s pos-

ture before Annas and his posture before Caiaphas. Annas 



 265

was not actually an authorized judge. Therefore it was un-
lawful for him to hold a preliminary hearing with Jesus. But 
in front of this private person, Annas, Jesus did at least indi-
cate that people did not need to approach him with questions 
about his teaching, but should turn to those who had heard 
him (John 18:19–21).

Caiaphas was an authorized judge, so Jesus was initially si-
lent while Caiaphas was feverishly busy trying to create some 
order in the numerous declarations of witnesses and seeking 
to bring two divergent statements into harmony. He needed 
to follow carefully the stipulation of Deuteronomy 17:6 (two 
or three witnesses), after all. It took a long time before he 
had any kind of success. Finally there were two witnesses who 
declared that Jesus had blasphemed God’s sanctuary, the tem-
ple. Yet Mark tells us that even those two witnesses did not 
agree entirely (14:59). It was understandable that this course 
of events was very disappointing to Caiaphas, who had been 
wanting to put Jesus to death for a long time (John 11:50; 
18:14). He was especially irritated that Jesus did not challenge 
any of those accusations, for then Caiaphas would have had 
an opportunity to trap Jesus on one point or other. But Jesus 
remained silent. In hindsight we understand. Jesus was distin-
guishing sharply between a private person like Annas and an 
authorized judge like Caiaphas. With the latter he needed to 
be silent, according to Isaiah 53:7, like a sheep that is silent.

Jesus does not back down, however, from the confession 
that he is the Messiah, the Son of God (vv. 63b–64)
Evidently, Caiaphas finally lost his patience. He entirely 

forgot to continue behaving with dignity and lost his compo-
sure. A judge was supposed to remain seated during a trial. 
But no, he stood up (v. 62) and expressed his shock that Jesus 
had not reacted with even one word to a single accusation. 
Jesus did not allow himself, however, to be tempted by this 
outburst into breaking his silence until Judge Caiaphas ad-
dressed a question to Jesus that no one had yet asked him, 
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doing so by binding Jesus with the use of an oath. He ad-
jured Jesus by the living God (that is, not by an idol, but by 
Israel’s God) to make known to the assembly (“tell us,” v. 63) 
whether he was the Messiah, the Son of God.

At that point Jesus broke his silence. He said: “You have 
said so. But I tell you [plural], from now on you [plural] will 
see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of Power and 
coming on the clouds of heaven” (v. 64).

The first part of the Lord’s answer, “You have said so,” 
reminds us of Jesus’s answer to Judas (Matt. 26:25). That an-
swer contains more than our simple yes. Its intent is to indi-
cate as well that Jesus had not come up with the notion of 
calling Judas a betrayer all by himself. In the same way, Jesus 
answered the questions of Caiaphas affirmatively, but with 
the added comment that the issue of Jesus’s messiahship had 
been raised not by Jesus himself but by Caiaphas. Caiaphas 
had started it, not Jesus. Therefore: “You [with emphasis: You 
yourself] have said so.”

But to this acknowledgment that he was the Messiah, the 
Son of God, Jesus added another important declaration, a 
declaration that was intended for the entire Sanhedrin. He 
used the plural “you.” The entire group needed to pay close 
attention to what followed.

And what was that? That Jesus had now reached the very 
deepest point, the end, of his humiliation and was therefore 
also close to the start of his exaltation. We who stand on this 
side of these events know that Jesus’s exaltation already be-
gan with his burial. His dead body was not simply cast aside 
somewhere. No, the Lord was buried in the grave of a rich 
man, according to Isaiah 53:9. His exaltation then progressed 
in his resurrection, ascension, and seating at the right hand 
of God, according to Psalm 110:1 and Daniel 7:13, and will 
reach its highest point on the day of Christ’s return. Much 
of this—Jesus’s resurrection, ascension, and the outpouring 
of the Spirit—was something the members of the Sanhedrin 
would get to see and hear within a short time; let us recall the 
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miracles done by the exalted Jesus by means of the apostles 
in Jerusalem. But at the high point of Jesus’s exaltation, the 
roles of that day in Jerusalem will be reversed, and these mem-
bers of the Sanhedrin will come to stand before Jesus, seeing 
him once again.

Jesus is condemned for blasphemy (vv. 65–66)
Meanwhile, Caiaphas had achieved his purpose, or so he 

thought. He was unable to get Jesus condemned for commit-
ting sacrilege against the temple. But actually Jesus himself 
had helped Caiaphas reach a far more devastating accusation 
and condemnation (without any right to do so, of course), 
by identifying himself not only as Messiah but also as the 
Son of God. That demonstrated clearly enough Jesus’s own 
deeply distressing situation at this moment. People in those 
days generally thought that such a person lay outside God’s 
favor (John 9:2). Caiaphas knew Isaiah 53 good and well, but 
not its meaning, namely, the gospel of a lowly and exalted 
Savior, Messiah. A suffering Messiah? No, in his view that 
could never be. That is why this Jesus standing here, daring 
to pretend to be Messiah and Son of God, was a reprehensi-
ble liar, one who blasphemed God, Caiaphas concluded. This 
explains why he performed that familiar gesture of grieving 
by tearing his clothes, a gesture that in fact conflicted with Le-
viticus 21:10. But perhaps he did not tear his official garment.

Meanwhile, Caiaphas let people know the reason he was 
so deeply troubled. “He has uttered blasphemy. What further 
witnesses do we need? You have now heard his blasphemy. 
What is your judgment?” (vv. 65–66a).

They answered: “He is worthy of death.”
In this way Caiaphas and the members of the Sanhedrin 

demonstrated, in spite of themselves, that Jesus was a true 
prophet, for he himself had foretold his own sentence of death 
(Matt. 20:18).
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Jesus is mocked as a false prophet (vv. 67–68)
Not only the members of the Sanhedrin but also their ser-

vants mocked and beat Jesus (Mark 14:65; Luke 22:63–65). 
Some even threw a cloth over his head, slapped him, and 
challenged him to tell them (“Prophesy!” v. 64) who had 
hit him.

But Jesus himself had truthfully foretold all his mockery 
by Pilate’s soldiers (Matt. 20:19; 27:27–31).

Jesus Is Denied by Peter (26:69–75)

Back in verse 58 Matthew told us that Peter did not remain 
with the fleeing disciples but had gone to the courtyard of 
the high priest, where he went to sit among the servants and 
watch what happened to Jesus from there. In verse 58 Mat-
thew abbreviated his account, as he has done rather often, for 
he completely bypassed the story found in John 18:15–16, that 
Peter had gained entrance to the courtyard with the help of 
another disciple who was known to the high priest (John? Ju-
das?). And just as Matthew transitions here to his report about 
Peter’s denial, he also omits some details known to us from 
Mark 14:66–72; Luke 22:55–62; and John 18:15–18, 25–27. For 
example, he omits the fire around which the servants were 
keeping warm. In addition, the Greek word thyrōros (“door-
keeper”) does not appear in Matthew’s account, though it 
does in John’s (18:16–17).

Matthew restricts himself to Peter’s threefold denial of our 
Savior and to Peter’s deep sorrow.

Peter’s threefold denial (vv. 69–74)
The first denial occurred when a servant girl (or female 

slave) approached him and said that he too belonged to the 
followers of Jesus the Galilean. Within earshot of everyone 
nearby, Peter answered that he did not know what she was 
talking about (vv. 69–70).
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Peter denied our Savior the second time when he went to 
the gate in order to go outside, and another woman was there 
who looked at him and told those standing around that he 
belonged to the followers of Jesus the Nazarene. Peter denied 
that once again, this time under oath, invoking God’s name: 
“[As truly as God lives,] I do not know the man” (vv. 71–72).

Peter denied our Lord Jesus Christ the third time when 
a little while later—he had likely returned and reentered the 
courtyard—a couple of bystanders approached him and told 
him that he most certainly was one of those (followers of Je-
sus), because they heard it in his speech, referring to his Gali-
lean accent. Then Peter denied knowing “the man” and added 
that God could do something horrible to him if it were not so.

Peter’s deep sorrow (v. 75)
When Peter denied the Lord Jesus for the third time, a 

rooster crowed immediately. That led him to remember. Sud-
denly he recalled what Jesus had foretold: “Before the rooster 
crows, you will deny me three times” (v. 75). At that point 
Peter went outside and wept bitterly.

By Virtue of the Sanhedrin’s Decision, Jesus 
Is Delivered to Pilate to Be Put to Death (27:1–2)

By this time the Sanhedrin had decided in its nighttime ses-
sion that Jesus was worthy of death (26:66). In a second ple-
nary session held the following morning, a decision was also 
made that capital punishment would be administered to Jesus 
(27:1). But how were matters to proceed from this point? After 
all, the Sanhedrin itself did not possess the right to put anyone 
to death (John 18:31), so the assembly had to consult together 
regarding what basis they would use for asking Pilate to exe-
cute Jesus. They could not go to Pilate with the request to put 
Jesus to death because he had declared that he was God’s Son. 
In a moment we will learn from Matthew that they told Pilate 
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that Jesus had impersonated being the king of the Jews (Matt. 
27:11, 29). The members of the Sanhedrin needed to agree to 
ask Pilate to have Jesus executed on the basis of that offense.

Then they put Jesus in bonds once more. Had they taken 
them off during his “hearing”? In any case, with an eye on 
what could happen en route, they delivered Jesus to Pilate 
in bonds.

Jesus’s Innocence Is Acknowledged by Judas 
to the Chief Priests and Elders, but They 
Nevertheless Continue in Their Rejection 
of Jesus, Fulfilling Scripture in Spite of Themselves 
(27:3–10)

Matthew is the only evangelist who includes this event in 
his Gospel. Just as back in his first two chapters, here too he 
wants to persuade his Jewish readers that it was precisely this 
lowly and despised Jesus of Nazareth who has been shown to 
be the promised Messiah. For that he focuses attention on the 
following triad.

Jesus’s innocence is acknowledged by Judas himself to the 
chief priests and elders (vv. 3–5)
“Then Judas, who had betrayed him, changed his mind.” 

The word then goes back to the preceding verse, where we are 
told that the people bound Jesus in order to bring him to Pi-
late. If Judas was in the courtyard, he must have seen this and 
understood that Jesus would most certainly be put to death.

This course of events led him to change his mind. He re-
turned with the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and 
elders, and told them: “I have sinned by betraying innocent 
blood” (27:4). But he found no hearing with them for his 
self-indictment. He got an insensitive response that left him 
desperately alone with his despair. Although he had had a 
change of heart, they had not. The definitive decision to have 
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Jesus executed had been made, so the only thing he could do 
was watch.

At that point Judas threw down the pieces of silver (in 
powerless rage?) in the temple, departed, and hanged him-
self. Furthermore, the rope he used to hang himself came 
loose, surely due to his convulsions, for as Peter mentions a 
few weeks later, his body fell to the ground and his intestines 
came out (Acts 1:18). But in spite of this outcome, the Sanhe-
drin was by no means finished with Judas’s testimony.

The Sanhedrin purchases the so-called Bloodfield with 
Judas’s pieces of silver (vv. 6–8)
The chief priests sat embarrassed with the money Judas 

had returned. They had received it back in the temple, but 
they dared not put it into the offering box, because it was 
blood money (lit., “a price of blood”). They knew the Torah, 
with its multiple warnings against defilement through blood. 
Soldiers returning from the field of battle, for example, were 
unclean (Num. 31). Thinking through the implications of all 
of this, they came to the conclusion that the thirty pieces of 
silver were unclean. Consequently they decided to buy the 
field of a certain potter with that money and to use it for bury-
ing strangers who died while visiting Jerusalem and for whom 
no hewn tomb was available. But they would not have liked 
the fact that this field came to be called “Bloodfield” in the 
vernacular. They would have to hear that for years afterward, 
for that is what people called it shortly after Jesus’s ascen-
sion (Acts 1:19), and Matthew repeated that name when he 
wrote his Gospel (27:8). With that name the Sanhedrin was 
reminded repeatedly of the money that Judas had thrown at 
their feet after testifying to Jesus’s innocence. 

In Jesus’s rejection by Israel’s highest council, a saying of 
Scripture is fulfilled (vv. 9–10)
In verse 9 we read, “Then was fulfilled what had been spo-

ken by the prophet Jeremiah.” Jeremiah. That name appears 
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today in our Bible, but a look at the manuscripts gives reason 
to assume that Matthew originally used another name here, 
namely, Zechariah. Later, a copyist mistakenly wrote the name 
Jeremiah instead of Zechariah, perhaps due to a mistaken as-
sociation in his mind, because the word potter appears several 
times in Jeremiah (18:2, 3, 4, 6; 19:1, 11).

If this assumption is correct, the Scripture passage Mat-
thew had in mind was Zechariah 11:13. When we read that 
verse, it appears to be dealing with a case of severe ingratitude 
among the ancient covenant people toward Yahweh, their 
God. In exchange for the faithful ministry of God’s prophet 
they had nothing more left than thirty pieces of silver. Ac-
cording to the Torah (Exod. 21:32) this was the amount that 
had to be paid in restitution for a male or female slave who 
had been gored to death. God had found this amount, with 
which Israel had paid off his servant and thereby God as well, 
embarrassingly meager, hardly enough to throw down as a 
pittance for a poor potter.

By referring to Zechariah 11:13, Matthew is intending the 
same. He wants to inform his (Jewish) readers that in their eyes 
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ has been embar-
rassed by his own people, by its highest council. This group 
did not have one ounce of respect for Jesus. There is no men-
tion that they acknowledged Jesus as God’s greatest gift to his 
people and to the whole world. No, they purchased Jesus from 
Judas for thirty pieces of silver, then condemned him to death, 
and finally handed him over to Pilate for execution. When 
that happened, Judas at least still acknowledged that Jesus was 
innocent, but they dismissed that witness for the accused in a 
ruthless manner. And they purchased the field of a potter for 
the scandalously small amount that Judas had thrown down in 
the temple. A meager tip for such a poor man. But nobody was 
thinking of Zechariah 11:13! Nobody was wondering whether 
the God of Israel was deeply embarrassed this time as well by 
what the people had done to one of his servants—this time his 
greatest Servant, the Messiah of the Scriptures.
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Although Pilate Is Convinced of Jesus’s Innocence, 
He Nonetheless Hands Him Over to Be Crucified 
at the Insistence of the Sanhedrin and the Mob 
(27:11–16)

Here Matthew shows Jesus’s innocence once again. As proof, 
he directs attention four times to the conduct of someone no 
less than Pilate the judge. He provides four indications of 
Pilate’s conviction that Jesus was actually innocent.

First indication: From the start, Pilate had noticed that 
Jesus was handed over to him as an innocent person by the 
Sanhedrin (vv. 11–14)
If we did not know from the other evangelists (cf. Mark 

15:2–15; Luke 23:1–25; and John 18:28; 19:16), then we could 
infer from Pilate’s first words to Jesus that the chief priests 
and elders had accused the Lord Jesus before Pilate of vari-
ous wrongs. They had accused him, for example, of claiming 
kingship over the Jews, but Pilate was hardly shocked by this, 
because he surmised immediately that something altogether 
different was going on behind the scenes with the Sanhedrin 
than concern about maintaining Roman authority. He sensed 
that the chief priests and elders were jealous of Jesus (Matt. 
27:18). Hatred and envy and jealousy were all in play here. 
Could it be that Pilate had heard about Jesus’s wonderful 
miracles of healing? Apparently his wife had.

When Pilate asked Jesus whether he was the king of the 
Jews, Jesus responded modestly with the words “You have 
said so” (v. 11). This answer is once again just like the one 
Jesus gave the Sanhedrin (26:64), and even earlier to Judas 
(26:25). It was an affirmative answer, but contained some-
thing more than simply our English word yes. Jesus was say-
ing at the same time that he would not be inaugurating his 
own movement in terms of that kingship, that he was not 
heading anything up.

The subsequent silence of Jesus corresponded entirely 
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with this response. Pilate was surprised when he drew his at-
tention to all the accusations his accusers were continuing 
to raise against him, and Jesus “gave no answer” (v. 12). He 
would certainly have often experienced a different outcome.

Second indication: Pilate attempts to spare Jesus’s life by 
letting the crowd choose for his release (vv. 15–18)
Apparently Pilate wanted to achieve this goal of setting 

Jesus free without offending the men of the Sanhedrin, by 
doing a favor for their own Jewish people. It so happened that 
there was a large crowd standing before him, people wanting 
him to do what he frequently did during a feast, namely, grant 
freedom to a prisoner (Mark 15:8). This popular desire helped 
Pilate come up with the idea of letting the people choose be-
tween releasing Jesus or releasing a certain Barabbas, an infa-
mous prisoner, an insurrectionist (Mark 15:7), and a murderer 
(Luke 23:19). Most of the people would have been repulsed 
by such an individual, you see, so Pilate was likely expecting 
that the mob would choose for Jesus. Out of jealousy the San-
hedrin had delivered that fellow to him for execution, but the 
simple folk surely would not agree to that. There were people 
who thought very favorably about that Jesus—Pilate’s own 
wife, for one.

Third indication: Pilate receives a request from his 
wife not to harm Jesus, but the chief priests and elders 
incite the people to choose Barabbas instead of Jesus 
(vv. 19–20)
In the message to her husband, Pilate’s wife spoke of Jesus 

as “that righteous man.” She also let her husband know that 
earlier that day—perhaps while she had dozed in sleep after 
he had left for work early that morning—she had had a fore-
boding dream about Jesus. This at least testified to a certain 
knowledge about and appreciation for Jesus. As a result of his 
miraculous healings, Jesus would have been known more as a 
benefactor than as a malefactor (Luke 23:27).



 275

But human favor is fickle. Presumably, even as Pilate was 
being interrupted by his wife’s message, the chief priests and 
elders succeeded in moving among the people, spreading bad 
things about Jesus and good things about Barabbas. And this 
was accomplished by those prominent men who always knew 
everything so well! Even though the people were not excused 
later by the apostle Peter, who accused them of delivering and 
disowning Jesus before Pilate, these people judged that they 
had to abandon him (Acts 3:13).

Fourth indication: Entirely reluctantly, Pilate surrenders 
Jesus to the will of the people (vv. 21–26)
When we read in verse 21 (KJV) that the governor “an-

swered” and asked the people which of the two they wanted 
to see released, we must remember that in this case “to an-
swer” does not mean to respond to a question; rather, it means 
something like “to resume speaking.” Pilate had been dis-
tracted by the message of his wife, so now he had to return to 
the issue before him.

But nothing is more fickle than a human being. Whereas 
shortly before this, Pilate had thought he had solid reasons to 
expect the people to choose such a benefactor as Jesus over 
such a criminal as Barabbas, now he got to hear exactly the 
opposite when he inquired about the decision of the people: 
“They said, ‘Barabbas.’ ”

When he asked what he should do with Jesus, who was 
called Christ (Messiah), there came a shout as though from 
one mouth: He must be crucified!

Next he asked what crime Jesus had committed, but the 
response came even more loudly: He must be crucified!

Matthew tells us that Pilate was afraid a riot would ensue. 
To prevent that very possibility he was in Jerusalem during 
Passover instead of in Caesarea. So he gave the people what 
they wanted.

But Pilate did demonstrate with an action that he had 
found Jesus innocent. He asked for a basin of water, washed 
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his hands in it, and said, “I am innocent of this man’s blood,” 
and especially to the people he said, “See to it yourselves” 
(v. 24). With this he meant that they would have to bear the 
responsibility for what was now going to happen against his 
wish and will. It appears that this is indeed how the people 
did understand those words, “See to it yourselves,” for the 
crowd cried out: “His blood be on us and on our children!” 
(v. 25; isn’t that in fact what occurred in AD 70?)

Pilate had gone quite far with his concessions. First he 
freed Barabbas, a murderer. Next he had Jesus beaten, a mar-
tyr. Finally he had our Savior crucified. And all of that while 
he considered Jesus innocent.

Jesus Is Mocked as a Quasi-king (27:27–32)

This is Jesus’s second mocking that Matthew reports. The first 
time, Jesus was mocked as prophet, and that was done by his 
own people (26:67–68). The second time, he was mocked as 
pseudo-king, this time by Gentiles (foretold in 20:19), that is, 
by Pilate’s soldiers. The men heard that Jesus had been sent 
to the cross by Pilate because he had been accused by the 
Sanhedrin as someone who impersonated being king of the 
Jews. As soldiers they naturally thought such a person was a 
danger to the state. Had he stood against them with weapons, 
they would have fought him with their weapons. But now the 
only weapon remaining to them in the face of such a failure 
was the weapon of mockery.

Therefore they removed his own robe and clothed him 
with a purple robe. Purple is the name of a color, the color of 
light red, violet red. That purple robe was a red robe belong-
ing to an officer. With a bit of imagination someone could 
pretend it was a purple royal garment, especially if one no-
ticed the wreath (stephanos) that they had put on Jesus’s head. 
That wreath was woven out of thorn branches, likely found 
somewhere in a pile of firewood. And for a general’s staff the 
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soldiers gave Jesus a reed stick in his right hand. Then they 
fell before him on their knees and hailed him as king of the 
Jews. After all, that’s what he wanted so badly, wasn’t it?

When the soldiers thought they had mockingly made their 
point clearly enough for this Jewish fellow to understand that 
he was anything but a real king, they ended their game by 
spitting on him in denigration, taking his “scepter” out of his 
hand, and hitting him on the head with it. Finally they took 
off the military attire and put his own robe back on him and 
went with him to the place where criminals were crucified.

Even en route, they couldn’t stop entirely with their rau-
cous mockery. Like all criminals, Jesus had to carry the beam 
on which he would be nailed, by himself, to the place of exe-
cution (John 19:17). So on the way, the soldiers came up with 
the idea for this quasi-king to conscript a servant, to com-
mand that person to carry the crucifixion beam for him. For 
that they buttonholed someone who had just entered the city 
from the surrounding countryside, who was being met by the 
soldiers. These soldiers used their power and summoned a 
man they met to carry the crucifixion beam for Jesus. Mat-
thew adds that this man was called Simon, a Jew from Cyrene, 
a place in Libya where many Jews lived. Mark observes that 
this Simon was the father of Alexander and Rufus, men who 
likely were well-known Christians (in Rome? Cf. Mark 15:22 
and Rom. 16:13).

Through the course of the centuries, there has been a prac-
tically universal view that the wood on which our Savior died 
was shaped more or less like our capital letter T. But that is 
not the only possible view, and very likely also not the oldest. 
The Greek word stauros refers to the kind of beam that people 
used for making stockades. Some correctly point to this in 
terms of their view that the cross consisted of only one beam, 
to which the victim then was nailed with both hands and arms 
raised upward along the side. Portrayals of this from antiquity 
are not lacking. In Acts 5:30 and 10:39 we read that Jesus died 
(literally) “on a timber [epi xylou].”
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Jesus Is Crucified (27:33–38)

The place where this happened was called, in the language of 
the Jews, Golgotha, a distortion of the word gulgoleth (“skull”). 
People saw that place as formed in the shape of a skull (cf. the 
English word dome). In Greek the place was called Kranion 
(“skull”; Luke 23:33). Thanks to the Latin Vulgate, the name 
came to be Calvary.

When they arrived at that place, the soldiers wanted to let 
Jesus have a drink of what Mark calls “wine mixed with myrrh” 
(15:23). Myrrh is a resin with a balsam-like fragrance and a bit-
ter, herbaceous taste. Matthew speaks of “wine . . . mixed with 
gall” (v. 34), which amounts to the same thing. Matthew uses 
the word “gall” to remind his readers that Psalm 69:21 was ful-
filled by Jesus’s suffering. In this verse the Septuagint uses the 
Greek word cholē to translate the Hebrew word ro’sh, the name 
of a bitter plant mentioned in Deuteronomy 29:17 (29:18 ESV), 
for example. Both evangelists are referring to a sedative drink 
used to calm people before they were crucified. Our Savior 
tasted it but refused to drink any of it. No one needed to make 
him willing to bow under the task he had to fulfill.

Then the crucifixion occurred. The evangelists talk about 
it very briefly. (If only later Christianity had followed their ex-
ample!) According to Luke 24:39, both Jesus’s feet and hands 
were pierced.

Evidently the clothes of those crucified ended up as a re-
ward for the soldiers on duty. Matthew narrates the dividing 
of Jesus’s clothes so that his observant readers will notice the 
fulfillment of Psalm 22:18 as another in a series of authentica-
tions of Jesus’s messiahship.

When the soldiers were finished with their work, they 
could go sit down nearby, but they had to keep guard over 
the one crucified. Death by crucifixion was a slow death. Ac-
complices or spectators could have come forward to free their 
comrade from the cross so that he might still escape death. 
This explains why the guards kept watch.
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Finally, Matthew focuses attention on two more things.
First, Matthew focuses on the crime for which Jesus was 

condemned and crucified. That crime was reported on the 
beam, above his head. He had impersonated being king of 
the Jews. Dangerous for Roman authority!

Second, in close connection with that crime, he was cru-
cified between other criminals. The Greek word used here, 
lēstai, often is translated as “robber,” but it is perhaps better 
to translate it as “zealot,” “resistance fighter,” “insurrectionist” 
against Roman authority.

In any case, by mentioning that Jesus was crucified as 
a criminal and between criminals, Matthew wants his Jew-
ish readers in particular to recall Isaiah 53:12, where it 
was foretold that the Messiah would be numbered “with 
the transgressors.”

Jesus Is Taunted While on the Cross (27:39–44)

This taunting came from three sides: from the people, from 
the members of the Sanhedrin, and from those crucified with 
Jesus. But all of these three made use of one and the same Sa-
tan who had also told Jesus in Matthew 4, “If you are God’s 
Son, say this and do that,” with the obvious intention of 
tempting Jesus to use his power for his own benefit.

Jesus taunted by the people (vv. 39–40)
The Romans were accustomed to placing those they cru-

cified close to the city gates, as a greater deterrence of rebel-
lion against their authority. As a result, our Savior hung on 
the cross in full view of the people who were coming and 
going. And among those people were some who remained 
standing near Jesus’s cross shaking their heads, simply let-
ting him know with that gesture that as wise and discerning 
people they had to shrug their shoulders about him. Didn’t 
he understand that he was getting the reward he deserved?
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After all, he had made himself culpable of this punish-
ment on the cross by committing sacrilege against their holy 
temple, which he supposedly would destroy and, in three 
days, rebuild (26:61). And he impersonated being God’s Son 
(26:63); well then, he should show them that he really is by 
coming down from his cross.

But in doing so, those people inadvertently caused Psalm 
22:7 to be fulfilled: “All who see me mock me; they make 
mouths at me; they wag their heads.”

Jesus taunted by members of the Sanhedrin (vv. 41–43)
Even members of the Sanhedrin—chief priests, scribes, 

and elders—walked out of the city to see that Jesus was in-
deed being executed on the cross and to mock him there, 
just like the people. Except that these men felt too refined to 
address Jesus directly, so they didn’t talk to him but about him 
among each other—loudly enough, though, that Jesus could 
hear them. And feel them. In their conversation they brought 
up the saving miracles Jesus had performed for many people. 
But with a sneer they added that he should now do a miracle 
for himself and save himself from this cross. After all, he had 
impersonated being Israel’s king and had claimed that God 
was his Father. He had fully surrendered himself to his Fa-
ther’s leading because he was his Son. Well then, they said, 
let him show that once by coming down from this cross; then 
they would believe in him.

But by speaking this way, these members of the Sanhedrin 
ensured that Psalm 22:8 was also fulfilled by Jesus: “He trusts 
in the Lord; let him deliver him; let him rescue him, for he 
delights in him!”

Jesus taunted by those crucified with him (v. 44)
Perhaps some readers of the Bible will wonder how this 

heading fits with the narrative about the two men crucified 
with Jesus, one of whom prayed to him, “Remember me when 
you come into your kingdom.” That is indeed what we read 
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in Luke 23:42. But in both Matthew 27:44 and Mark 15:32 we 
also read that those crucified with Jesus jeered at him.

From this we must conclude that insults were hurled at 
Jesus initially by both men crucified with him, including the 
one who later was so gloriously converted. But we must not 
make him into a beloved character. He himself admitted that 
by being crucified he was getting the punishment he deserved 
(Luke 22:40–41).

We need to let stand unadulterated what both evangelists 
Matthew and Mark, together with Luke, have written. Then 
we will have to accept that both men who hung alongside 
Jesus asked him insultingly why he didn’t save both himself 
and them from the cross, at least if he was the Messiah (Luke 
23:39). Matthew and Mark focus their readers’ attention on 
this. We don’t know why they reported nothing about the 
conversion of one of the two men. But we do know, thanks to 
Luke, that this conversion really happened. That conversion 
must have happened somewhat later, though. At that time one 
of the two men crucified with Jesus observed that he spoke no 
evil word in return, against no one, but asked his Father for 
the forgiveness of those who had mistreated him. In this way, 
Jesus effected faith within that one man crucified with him, 
faith in him as the true Messiah, the Messiah of Isaiah 53, who 
after much suffering would be highly exalted by God. And 
that faith bore glorious fruit.

Once again, in hindsight, we may say that while on the 
cross, Jesus never pleased himself for one moment (Rom. 
15:3), and he triumphed over Satan (Col. 2:15).

Jesus Dies on the Cross (27:45–56)

In addition to Matthew telling us here that our Savior died, 
and how, he also tells us what happened immediately before-
hand and immediately afterward.
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Shortly before dying, Jesus is forsaken by God (vv. 45–49)
This happened when, in addition, an hour-long darkness 

had spread across the whole (Jewish?) land. In the middle 
of the day, “from the sixth . . . to the ninth hour” (v. 45; we 
would say from noon until three o’clock in the afternoon). 
We do not know the cause of this darkness, but we do know 
who caused it: God must have done that. With that dark-
ness he showed something incomprehensible to our under-
standing. What was that? That at the end of his life on earth, 
our Lord Jesus Christ bore the full wrath of God, his wrath 
against the entire human race. And for what purpose did 
this happen? So that everyone who one day wanted to enter 
into eternal life would remain pardoned from condemna-
tion under that divine wrath. How could this be? By Jesus 
functioning as the perfect substitute who bore that hellish 
condemnation. Jesus did not need to do that for himself. He 
had never thought or done anything bad, nor had he been 
conceived and born in sin. Nevertheless we know that he 
was condemned by God, forsaken by God. He said so him-
self when he cried out, “My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me?” (v. 46).

Jesus cried this out partially in Hebrew (Eloi, Eloi), par-
tially in Aramaic (lama sabachtani). Matthew reports this in 
those languages so that his reader would be able to under-
stand how there could have been people standing near the 
cross who, even during this hellish agony and misery of Jesus, 
could still be mocking him at that point. Those were peo-
ple who recognized these words of our Savior quite clearly. 
They recognized them as the opening words of Psalm 22: “My 
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” But they acted as 
though the Lord Jesus had not cried out “Eloi,” calling out for 
God, but rather had cried out “Elia,” calling for the prophet 
Elijah. They were alluding to God’s promise that the prophet 
Elijah would go before the Messiah as his messenger (Mal. 
4:5; Matt. 11:14; 17:10).

This mockery occurred when someone took a sponge; 
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soaked it in sour wine, the usual drink of soldiers; put it on a 
stick; and with it gave Jesus something to drink. In this way, 
Psalm 69:21 was fulfilled for Jesus: “For my thirst they gave 
me sour wine to drink.” Once again, we see a fulfillment of 
prophecy. Even that could not hinder those mockers, who 
said, “Be quiet, let’s see if Elijah comes to save him.”

Jesus freely gives up the spirit (v. 50)
We formulated the heading (“freely gives up the spirit”) 

this way on purpose, though it means in fact that Jesus truly 
died. But Jesus did not die as everybody else up to that point 
had died. They had to die. But Jesus placed his own life in 
God’s hand. Matthew writes that he released “his spirit,” that 
is, his breath. John writes that he “surrendered” the spirit. 
That word is even more clear. Death did not overcome Jesus, 
for he was so willing to lay down his life himself. He could do 
that (John 10:17–18). He had the power to do that, the divine 
power. And as man, or we say, “according to his human na-
ture,” Jesus had sufficient strength to speak with a loud voice.

Immediate testimony is given regarding Jesus’s death 
(vv. 51–56)
In view of the reports contained in Matthew, Jesus’s death 

is borne witness to in four ways.
First, witness was borne by the tearing of the temple cur-

tain (v. 51a). Just like in the tabernacle, so too in the temple 
there were two curtains, the one for the outer court, the other 
for the inner court. But nobody can say for certain which of 
the two was torn from top to bottom. If it was the first curtain, 
then it could have been seen and reported by everybody from 
the forecourt; if it was the second curtain, then it could have 
been seen by the priests and reported by priests like those we 
read about in Acts 6:7, who later formed a numerous multi-
tude who came to faith.

Who tore that curtain in two? Only God could have done 
that, even if he used an earthquake to do it.
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What did God want to say by means of this tearing of 
the curtain? This question as well cannot be answered with 
certainty, due to the absence of direct information about this 
in the Bible. Perhaps God wanted to direct attention to the 
connection between the shadowy worship and the death of 
our Savior, for now the high priest of the new covenant had 
fulfilled all the required obedience for the impending disap-
pearance of the old covenant and very shortly would enter the 
heavenly sanctuary with his blood (Heb. 8:13; 9:11). Perhaps 
by tearing the curtain God wanted simultaneously to recall 
the stern word that Jesus had spoken to the residents of Jeru-
salem only a few days earlier: “See, your house is left to you 
desolate” (Matt. 23:38). If so, then the tearing of the curtain 
signified a prediction of the drama that occurred in AD 70.

Second, witness was borne by the quaking of the earth 
and the splitting of the rocks (v. 51b). As we said, God al-
most certainly tore the curtain of the temple with an earth-
quake. Matthew speaks first about the tearing of the curtain 
and then about the earthquake. But he probably mentioned 
the earthquake second because he wanted to talk more about 
the splitting of the rocks, the opening of the graves of the 
saints, and the resurrection of those saints and their appear-
ance to many.

If we are correct, then it’s better not to insist that God 
used the earthquake to reveal some particular thing, whether 
his grace or his wrath, but we must restrict ourselves to ob-
serving that God used the earthquake for tearing the curtain 
and splitting the rocks.

After this latter occurrence, the splitting of the rocks, Mat-
thew immediately tells us that the graves were opened. Appar-
ently this was a matter of cause and effect. Naturally, Matthew 
is not referring to all the graves around Jerusalem, but only a 
number of them, even though he does speak of “many” bod-
ies. In any case, this phenomenon could also be seen with 
human eyes. Afterward, the people probably told each other 
that at that time, with that death of Jesus, the gate was opened 
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for some of the dead, on that Friday afternoon.
But they were raised only on Sunday morning, after the 

resurrection of the Lord, and at that time they could immedi-
ately leave their graves (which had been opened on Friday) 
and immediately appear before the eyes of family members, 
friends, and acquaintances, who surely knew that they had 
passed away and been buried. But now they appeared as 
preliminary messengers of the great multitude that would 
be raised at Christ’s return in the twinkling of an eye and 
brought to meet him in the air.

Third, witness was borne by the centurion and his com-
panions (v. 54). Some of these guards near Jesus’s cross, 
though not all of them, had initially mocked Jesus. But if the 
exceedingly meek conduct of Jesus had not already impressed 
them, then the earthquake and the splitting of the rocks led 
them to think other thoughts about Jesus. Straightforwardly 
they all acknowledged his innocence. One stated that he was 
“righteous” (Luke 23:47 KJV), another that he truly was “a 
son of a god.” They were pagans.

Fourth, witness was borne by many women (vv. 55–56). 
A number of women cared faithfully for Jesus not only while 
he was alive, following him from Galilee to Jerusalem, but also 
did not forsake him when he hung on the cross. These women 
heard with their own ears and saw with their own eyes what 
happened on Golgotha, and could later bear witness to the 
facts, among other things, that Jesus really did die and that 
he was buried on the same day. This explains their going on 
Sunday morning to his grave. In a moment Matthew will tell 
us about this, and so this report about the women forms a 
transition for him. He even mentions three of them in partic-
ular. They are (1) Mary Magdalene, (2) Mary, the mother of 
James and Joseph (the latter is called Joses in Mark 15:47), and 
(3) the mother of the sons of Zebedee, called Salome in Mark 
15:40. They were witnesses on Friday to Jesus’s death, on Sun-
day to Jesus’s resurrection. They were not unknown to the first 
readers of Matthew, no different than their sons in this regard.

12. Jesus’s Suffering, Death, and Burial
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Jesus Is Buried (27:57–61)

If we’re not careful, we will consider this heading far too ordi-
nary, whereas Isaiah 53:9 teaches us to see it quite differently. 
We suggest translating that prophecy this way: “People had 
earmarked his grave for him among evildoers, but while he 
was dead he was near a rich man.”

The chief priests and Pharisees did not find it at all ordi-
nary that Jesus was buried. For them this signified one more 
defeat, for they had asked Pilate for permission to break the legs 
of the crucified men and take down their bodies. This was not 
requested in view of Deuteronomy 21:23 (no corpse left hanging 
overnight), but because the Sabbath was about to start (John 
19:31).  Let no one think that the members of the Sanhedrin 
intended to shorten the suffering of those three men who had 
been crucified. Breaking their bones was not fatal, just like in 
our own day not everyone dies by breaking their bones in an ac-
cident. The Romans broke the bones of those crucified in order 
to render them permanently helpless, even if they should survive 
the punishment of the cross. Moreover, they threw such helpless 
victims of crucifixion into a common pit in the ground, whether 
they were alive or not. Well then, from this the dead body of our 
Savior was spared. The soldiers saw that he was already dead, 
and so they did not break his bones. This happened, writes John 
the evangelist (19:36), so that the Scripture might be fulfilled: 
”He keeps all his bones; not one of them is broken” (Ps. 34:20).

So the members of the Sanhedrin did not get their way. 
No, but to their dismay they had to hear on the next day that 
Jesus had been buried. But we’ll say more about that in a mo-
ment, in connection with verses 62–66.

We don’t know how late it was when Joseph of Arimathea 
found out that Jesus, whose disciple he had become, had 
given up the spirit. It must have been after three o’clock 
(Matt. 27:46, 50), and in verse 57 Matthew writes that Joseph 
moved into action “when it was evening.” In that rather brief 
time the man had accomplished a lot of work.
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First, he went to Pilate with a request for permission 
to bury the body of Jesus. It is noteworthy that Matthew, 
who omits a number of details that we learn from the other 
evangelists, is silent about Nicodemus (John 19:39). But he 
does tell us that Joseph was “rich” and that he was “from 
Arimathea” (v. 57), probably the same as Samuel’s city of 
Ramah in the hill country of Ephraim (1 Sam 1:19). Matthew 
used the word rich to explain how Joseph had come to live in 
Jerusalem, was able to have a tomb dug out for himself, and 
why he was received by Pilate, indeed, favorably received. 
He was rich.

Next, he had to buy clean linens in the city in order to 
wrap Jesus’s body in them. And then he had to see to it that 
the body of the Lord had been removed from the cross early 
enough and that the entrance to the tomb was closed carefully 
with a rolling stone.

Once again, Matthew abbreviates this account in various 
respects. Nevertheless, Matthew did think it important to 
note that two of the three women already mentioned went 
along to Jesus’s tomb and sat opposite the tomb during the 
burial to verify that Jesus was not only really dead but also 
really buried!

Jesus’s Grave Is Guarded (27:62–66)

The precise moment when the rumor that Jesus had been bur-
ied reached the ears of the members of the Sanhedrin is not re-
ported by Matthew, and he is the only evangelist who reports 
about the guard at Jesus’s tomb. Perhaps some had already 
heard about this on Friday evening. In any case, after Friday, 
the day of preparation for the Sabbath (v. 62)—thus on Sat-
urday, on the Sabbath—a number of men, members of the 
Sanhedrin, went together to Pilate with the following request.

By way of introducing their request they let the governor 
know first of all the reason they were coming to him with that 
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request. They told him that they recalled “that imposter” (with 
this insult they were referring to Jesus) predicting during his 
life that “after three days” he would be raised (v. 63). Indeed, 
we know that Jesus had foretold this (12:40, 16:21).

So this was the reason why the men requested that Pilate 
order the tomb to be guarded until the third day (v. 64a).

They followed their request with this added argument. If 
no guard was to be placed at the tomb, the disciples of Je-
sus would be able to remove his dead body secretly and then 
tell people that Jesus had risen from the dead. But then the 
last error would be worse than the first, for the first error was 
that Jesus was considered to be the Messiah. That no longer 
needed to be opposed, for Jesus was dead. But the second 
error, that Jesus had risen from the dead, would be difficult 
to contradict simply because it would consist only of a rumor, 
and people cannot arrest and crucify, or seize and kill, a ru-
mor (v. 64b).

We don’t know whether Pilate was impressed with this 
argument. Indeed, a rebellious movement can sometimes be 
strongly energized by honoring as a martyr someone who had 
died, and all the more if the fantasy is added that the honored 
martyr was raised from the dead. Whatever the case, Pilate 
dealt with the issue and gave the members of the Sanhedrin 
the requested guard. They had to use it as they thought best 
(v. 65).

This verse used to be translated as if the Greek were say-
ing that Pilate told the members of the Sanhedrin that they 
themselves already had a guard and that they should use that 
guard as they thought best. But that translation rested on an 
incorrect opinion that failed to take Matthew 28:14 into ac-
count, where we see that the intended guard consisted of the 
governor’s soldiers.

Then the men had the soldiers in the guard detail that 
they had obtained stand watch at Jesus’s tomb. In fact, they 
themselves insured the tomb against every risk from the side 
of the soldiers. From whom else? For those soldiers could let 
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themselves be fooled or bought. The men made even this im-
possible by sealing the stone that had been rolled in front of 
the opening of the tomb. Consequently no one could open 
the tomb without breaking the seal (v. 66).

12. Jesus’s Suffering, Death, and Burial





Chapter 13

Jesus’s Resurrection and 
Return to Galilee 

(Matt. 28)

This concluding chapter consists of three parts, all of which 
have as their main subject bearing witness about Jesus. 

In the first part (vv. 1–10) we meet a pair of women as faithful 
witnesses of Jesus’s resurrection; in the second part (vv. 11–15) 
we learn about a number of soldiers and about members of 
the Sanhedrin who were false witnesses, specifically, who were 
liars about Jesus’s rising; and in the third part (vv. 16–20) we 
hear Jesus commanding his eleven disciples to make known 
the gospel of his exaltation to all nations.

Jesus’s Resurrection Is Reported to His Disciples 
by a Pair of Faithful Witnesses (vv. 1–10)

The transition in Matthew’s narrative from Jesus’s burial to 
Jesus’s resurrection is formed by Matthew 28:1, which reads: 
“Now after the Sabbath, toward the dawn of the first day of 
the week, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to see 
the tomb.”
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One would almost say that Matthew is continuing his 
narrative concerning his two Marys, for those women had re-
mained to the last moment at the hill of the cross (27:55–56) 
and had also seen where Jesus was buried (27:61). Now he 
tells us in 28:1 that early on Sunday morning they returned 
to the tomb.

But before he proceeds telling us about both Marys, he 
suddenly narrates something entirely different. Matthew is 
the only one of the four evangelists who informs us about a 
great earthquake resulting from the descent from heaven of 
an angel of God. This angel went to the stone at the mouth of 
the tomb, rolled it aside, and sat on it. Because his appearance 
was like lightning, however, and his clothes were as white as 
snow, the guards were intensely afraid of him. They trembled 
and became like dead men (vv. 2–4).

Later, in verses 11–15, Matthew will tell us more about 
those guards. But now he comes back to the women. He will 
report about them using that abbreviated manner that he 
has often used. In order to review this we dare to insert the 
following overview, borrowed from Mark 16, Luke 24, and 
John 20:1–18.

Already on Friday evening, still before the Sabbath, 
some women had made preparations for anointing Jesus’s 
body on Sunday morning (Luke 23:55–56). On Sunday 
morning they went very early to the tomb (Mark 16:1; Luke 
24:1). Mark identifies them as Mary Magdalene, Mary the 
mother of James, and Salome (16:1). Luke calls one of them 
Joanna (24:10).

As these women approach the tomb, they saw that the 
stone of the tomb had been moved away (Mark 16:4).

One of them, Mary Magdalene, ran back immediately 
to Peter and John and told them that some people—so she 
thought—had taken the Lord out of the tomb. In hindsight 
we may assume that Mary Magdalene came to this conclusion 
out of shock and fear, but people taking the body is precisely 
what did not happen (John 20:2). In John 20 we read further 
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what Peter and John did and also that Mary Magdalene went 
again to the tomb and that Jesus appeared to her there.

During the absence of Mary Magdalene, a conversation 
occurred at the tomb between the angel and the other Mary 
and with other women who meanwhile had joined them 
(Matt. 28:5–7), and thereafter Jesus himself appeared to these 
women (vv. 8–10).

A bit later, when all the other women were gone, Jesus ap-
peared once again to Mary Magdalene alone (John 20:11–18).

That’s the overview. What do we learn from it?
When Matthew tells us that two Marys went to the tomb 

(28:1), we may recall that later even more women arrived at 
the tomb, and we may learn further from Matthew that the 
angel spoke to them, and finally that Jesus himself appeared 
to them. In view of the parallel accounts in Mark 16, Luke 
24, and John 20, Matthew abbreviated his account somewhat, 
but without it becoming inaccurate. Indeed, an angel, even 
angels (plural), did speak with a number of women, and Jesus 
appeared not only to them but also to Mary Magdalene. So 
Jesus did indeed appear to the two Marys of Matthew 28:1.

We read the following in Matthew 28:5–10.

The conversation of the angel with the women (vv. 5–7)
First of all, the angel consoled the women. They (the Greek 

pronoun is emphatic) did not need to be afraid, apparently in 
contrast to the guards, who had been severely shocked. The 
women likely saw these men as they were fleeing.

Next, the angel said to the women that he knew why, or 
for whom, they had come to the tomb: to anoint the body of 
Jesus, the Crucified One. But that was no longer necessary, 
for Jesus had risen. Did they not remember that in Galilee he 
had foretold this (Matt. 20:19)? They could be persuaded that 
the angel was telling them the truth by seeing the place where 
Jesus had lain. It was empty.

Next the angel commanded the women to go immediately 
and report to the disciples that he had risen from the dead 
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and that he was going ahead of them to Galilee (about which 
see verses 16–20).

Finally, the angel bound his mandate extra firmly upon 
the women’s heart with the words “See, I have told you.” He 
had spoken nothing but the truth.

Jesus’s appearance to the women (vv. 8–10)
Who wouldn’t understand that the women did not im-

mediately overcome their shock and initially did not dare 
to talk about what had happened (Mark 16:8b)? Moreover, 
after the conversation with the angel, something far greater 
befell them: Jesus himself appeared to them when they were 
en route to the disciples.

This was something great, and yet it happened in such an 
ordinary way. Jesus was walking by, met them, and greeted 
them in the usual way. The women could fall down before him 
and grasp his feet just as they used to. Jesus spoke kindly to 
them. They need not be shocked, he said, and when they came 
to the disciples, they should address them as Jesus’s “broth-
ers.” That’s how he continued to call them, despite everything 
that had happened between Jesus and his disciples. Just as 
the angel had done, Jesus also commissioned them to tell his 
disciples that they should go to Galilee, and they would see 
him there (more about this in vv. 16–20).

Jesus’s Resurrection Is Denied among the Jews 
(vv. 11–15)

In this portion of Scripture, Matthew comes back to the 
guards who had been so frightfully shocked by the angel in 
shining white and from the intense earthquake, so shocked 
that they abandoned their post at the tomb. Some of them 
went to the city and told the chief priests everything that had 
happened. Why the chief priests? Because they had under-
stood that on Saturday the guards had been assigned to them 



 295

by Pilate in order to prevent Jesus’s disciples from taking the 
body of their dead Teacher from the tomb and telling the 
people that Jesus had risen from the dead (27:64–66). Conse-
quently they gave a report about events to the chief priests.

And how did the chief priests receive the guards’ report? 
They definitely did not shrug their shoulders about the re-
port. On the contrary, they accepted it as true to such an ex-
tent that they called together the entire Sanhedrin in order to 
take counsel about what should be done regarding the guards 
and their report. The assembly decided to buy off the guards 
with a sizeable sum of money so that they would not tell the 
people what had really happened at Jesus’s tomb. Instead, 
they were to tell the following fabrication: the disciples of 
Jesus stole the dead body of their Teacher by night while the 
guards were sleeping.

Apparently, this fabrication was considered very clever on 
the part of the Sanhedrin. In fact, the violation of tombs oc-
curred frequently in those days. That appears from a decree 
that Emperor Claudius issued against it, something preserved 
to this very day. In that decree those who came into posses-
sion of a tomb and relocated a corpse from it to another tomb 
were threatened with death.

But in reality the Sanhedrin’s fabrication was very stu-
pid, for how would the soldiers be able to recall now what 
had happened while they were asleep? Who can see with his 
eyes closed?

For the guards the proposed lie was not without its danger, 
for a soldier on guard duty was not allowed to fall asleep. If 
their highest commander, Pilate, heard about this, they would 
be finished. Nevertheless, the guards allowed themselves to 
be bribed, not only by money but also by the promise that if 
their mistake ever reached the governor’s ears, the Sanhedrin 
would see to it that the governor would be satisfied.

That is how it happened. Matthew writes in conclusion 
that this rumor was believed among Jews even to that day. Lit-
erally Matthew did not write about the Jews believing this—he 
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did not use the article. Fortunately, that strange nonsense of 
the Sanhedrin was not accepted by all the Jews.

Should someone ask how the story about the angel at the 
tomb and the earthquake ended up being narrated only by 
Matthew—together with the result, namely, the Sanhedrin’s 
fabrication—then we would be unable to provide a firm an-
swer. Perhaps thanks to his relationships that he had as a tax 
collector (Matt. 9:9; 10:3; Mark 2:15; Luke 5:27), he had one 
or more acquaintances among the guards, and along that 
route came to know what did and did not happen at Jesus’s 
tomb before the women arrived.

After His Resurrection Jesus Meets 
with His Disciples in Galilee (vv. 16–20)

By now Galilee has been mentioned various times. According 
to 20:19, before his last trip to Jerusalem, Jesus foretold in 
Galilee that he would be crucified, but raised on the third day. 
According to 26:32, after the institution of the Lord’s Supper, 
he repeated that prediction but then added that afterward 
he would go ahead of his disciples to Galilee. This is what 
the angel reminded the women about on the morning of the 
resurrection, according to 28:7, and Jesus himself also told 
the women to report to his “brothers” that they should go to 
Galilee, where they would see him. It is not impossible that at 
one or more of his appearances in Jerusalem, Jesus mentioned 
the mountain where he wanted to meet his disciples.

Why in Galilee? Because earlier Jesus had given his dis-
ciples instruction especially there (Matt. 4–18) and had de-
parted from there to Judea in order to suffer, die, and rise 
(Matt. 19–27). When this grand intermezzo was finished, Je-
sus wanted to meet his remaining disciples in ancient Galilee 
for the purpose of putting the finishing touches in Galilee on 
their training for the office of apostle, now not exclusively for 
the Jewish nation (Matt. 10) but for all nations (v. 19).
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Why a mountain? Because just like in the time of 5:1 (the 
Sermon on the Mount), the mountainous region of Galilee 
provided the possibility of segregating the circle of disciples 
from the Jewish populace. Before departing for the place 
where he needed to be from now on, namely, heaven, the 
Lord had to discuss a few important matters with his disci-
ples (v. 16).

They still needed that. Notice how clearly this was evident 
when the scheduled meeting took place. Most of them fell 
down respectfully at Jesus’s feet, but some of them doubted. 
What did they doubt? Matthew doesn’t tell us. Perhaps they 
had expected that on this occasion Jesus would appear in 
great glory, but that did not happen, and his genuine human-
ness of earlier disturbed them somewhat (v. 17). But if that 
was the reason, the uncertainty and doubt would be removed 
by what Jesus went on to do. He came close to the disciples 
when he spoke with them. They heard the old familiar voice 
of their Teacher, with which he had so often taught them, 
even though he was broaching another subject than earlier. 
At that time he had sent them out as his messengers, namely, 
to the lost sheep of the house of Israel (10:5–6). But now 
he was sending them out to all the nations across the en-
tire earth.

Could he do that? Yes, indeed, for Jesus pointed them to 
the following three things: to his right to do that, to their duty 
to do that, and to his support for doing that.

His right to do that (v. 18)
No other mortal before him or after him could have made 

the kind of declaration Jesus made to his apostles, for he said: 
“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.”

We need not repeat at this point that these words of our 
Savior have unfortunately been given a mistaken meaning. 
Jesus spoke these words as the Christ, the Mediator between 
God and man, as Servant of the Lord. This Mediator was 
risen, which explains his right to make the aforementioned 

13. Jesus’s Resurrection and Return to Galilee



298 Opening the Scriptures: Matthew

declaration. But he would still have to await its outcome at 
the right hand of his Father. Now he was simply using his 
right to send apostles out to all the nations of the world and 
to have them proclaim to these nations his teaching of salva-
tion. Verse 19 makes this explicit with the word therefore: “Go 
therefore . . .” (ESV).

Their duty to do that (v. 19)
They would have to make all nations into Jesus’s disciples. 

“Disciple” means “pupil, follower.”
They would have to do that by baptizing those nations in 

the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.
For the apostles these were not brand new words. As Jew-

ish people they already knew what baptism was. Proselytes, 
converts to Judaism, were baptized. And that God’s name 
signified not only God’s fame but also God’s power is some-
thing they also knew from the Scriptures. Literally it says: 
“baptize into.” Similarly, we speak of going into a house or 
a room. Through baptism the Gentiles would be led out of 
darkness to the light, and from the power of Satan to God. 
They would be set in the force field of the Holy Spirit. And 
Jesus’s disciples also knew about the Father and the Son and 
the Holy Spirit. They only needed to recall his baptism in the 
Jordan (Matt. 3:13–17).

And when these Gentiles were brought near, the apostles 
would have to continue teaching them, namely, to keep what 
Jesus had earlier held before them. In short, the Gentiles 
would also have to persevere in doing the will of their heav-
enly Father (Matt. 7:21).

His support for doing that (v. 20)
This was no easy mandate for the apostles. How would 

they ever be equipped to fulfill it?
Jesus would supply them with that equipping, wisdom, 

and power. Looking back, we know that ten days after his ar-
rival in heaven, Jesus poured out the Holy Spirit upon them. 
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In this way he began immediately to fulfill his glorious prom-
ise: “And behold, I [emphatic] am with you always, to the 
end of the age.” As we now know, this promise spans many 
centuries, from Jesus’s resurrection until his return.
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High Council, 197, 201
Holy Spirit, 112

Mary’s conception, 7–9
honoring your mother and 

father, 140
horama, 157–159
Hymenaeus, 227
hypocrisy, 51–54, 62–63, 140–41, 

204–5, 210–12, 216–17, 
237

I
idolatry, 87, 90, 178, 181, 229, 266
Irenaeus, 2
Israelites

disobedience of, 199–203
stubbornness of, 100–101, 

113–15

J
James, 28, 77, 85, 157, 186–87, 

219, 224, 226, 260, 285, 
292

Jehoiakim, 220
Jeremiah, 12, 40, 150, 195, 221, 

271–72
Jericho, 188–89, 192
Jerusalem, destruction of, 115
Jesus

accusations against, 264–67
anger of, 196
anointing, 250–52, 292
appearances after death, 

291–94, 296–98
arrest of, 262
as God’s son, 17
atonement for sins, 12–13, 

282
authority of, 71–72, 101–3, 

181, 197–98, 243, 297
baptism of, 21–23
betrayal of, 252–55, 262–63
birth of, 10
bleeding woman, and the, 

79–80
burial of, 286–287
calms the storm, 73–74
caring for little lambs, 165
childlike faith, 164
children, and the, 176–77
cleanses the temple, 195–97
conquers death, 80–81, 86
criminal, as a, 279
crucifixion of (see 

crucifixion)
curses the fig tree, 194–97
death and resurrection of, 

148, 154, 156, 162–63, 
185–86, 233, 249, 
255–58, 278–98
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Jesus (cont.)
denied by Peter, 268–69
disciple burying his father, 

72–73
eating with sinners, 77–78
enters Jerusalem, 192–94
feeds 5,000 people, 134–35
feeds the multitude, 146
feeling fearful, 260–61
fishers of men, 28
following, 181
foretelling death, 185–86
forsaken, 282–83
freely gives up the spirit, 283
glory of, 233
heals a leper, 67–69
heals a boy who was pos-

sessed, 160–61
heals Malchus, 262
heals man with withered 

hand, 106–7
heals Peter’s mother-in-law, 

70–71
heals the centurion’s servant, 

69–70
heals the daughter of a Ca-

naanite, 143–45
heals the deaf mute, 82–83
heals two blind beggars, 

188–90
heals two blind men, 82
humanity of, 136
identity of, 150
Immanuel, 9
innocence of, 275–76
Jairus’s daughter, 80–81
judgment on Jerusalem, 

220–223
King of the Jews, 12, 270, 

273–74, 276–77, 279
Lamb of God, 10

Jesus (cont.)
mediator, 297–98
messiah, xiii, xvi, 4, 6, 11, 14, 

17, 21–23, 26, 68, 71–74, 
76, 82, 90, 96–103, 105, 
107–9, 111, 113–14, 118, 
122, 127–28, 131, 144, 
146–55, 161, 176, 178, 
189–90, 192–94, 196, 
209, 212, 218, 231, 222–
25, 231–32, 264–67, 270, 
272, 275, 278–82, 288

miracles of, 29, 66–83, 101, 
111–14, 133–36, 145–46

miraculous conception, 7–9
mocking of, 80–81, 185, 

276–85
naming of, 8
Nazarene, 13–14
offering forgiveness of sins, 

75–77
opposition to (see also Phar-

isees), 128–29, 131, 140, 
146–48, 197–98, 202–5, 
221

oppressed, and the, 103–4
parables of (see parable)
pays temple tax, 163
people at his left hand, 

245–46
people at his right hand, 

244–45
prayers of, 102–3, 260–62
preaching of, 28–29, 83–84, 

100–101, 109, 115–16, 
133, 139

promises of, 152–53, 161, 
168, 298–99

reacting to unbelief, 102–4
resurrection denied by Jews, 

294–96
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return of, 232–46, 240, 242
return to Galilee, 149
Sabbath, 105
sacrifice of, xiiii
scribe, and the, 71–72
sends out apostles, 86–87
sentenced to death, 264–69
solitude, 133, 136, 157
Son of David, 3–5, 8, 82, 

144, 189, 194, 196, 209
Son of God, 151
Son of Man, 72, 75, 76, 89, 

106, 112, 114, 124, 150, 
156, 159, 162, 166, 181, 
185, 209, 228, 233, 242, 
249, 254, 262–63, 266

suffering of, 154, 155, 
162–163, 185–86, 189, 
249, 255–58

taunted on cross, 279–81
teacher, 211–212
teachings of, 31, 36–37, 

41–43, 66–67, 104–6, 
115–116, 148–49, 164–65, 
204–5, 221, 223

temptation of, 23–26, 57, 75, 
86, 111, 155, 173–74

tomb of, 148, 287–89, 
291–93, 295–96

translation of name, 3–4
triumphs over Satan, 281
travel to Judea, 173–90
watched by guards, 278
weakness of, 261
woes upon the Pharisees, 

211–20
Jewish people

avoiding use of God’s name, 
215

conduct of, 77, 229
denial of Jesus’ resurrection, 

294–96

Jewish people (cont.)
Diaspora, 213
familiarity with the Bible, 

108
Herodians, 107, 204
hostility against Gentiles, 

39–40
killing Jesus, 191
persecution of disciples, 226
punishment for sins, 37–38
rejection of Jesus, 7, 154
zealots, 229

John, the apostle, xvi, 2, 28, 
70–72, 77, 85–86, 157, 
186–87, 224–27, 253–55, 
260–63, 268, 292–93

John the Baptist, 18–22, 27–29, 
55–57, 73, 78, 95–103, 
113, 132–33, 147, 150, 
159, 197–99, 205, 209, 
218

Jonah, 114, 148
Joseph, father of Jesus, 287

following God’s direction, 12
Mary’s pregnancy, 7–9

joy, 60
Judaism, 213, 227, 298
Judas Iscariot, 250–55, 260, 

262–63, 266, 270–74
Judas, the Galilean, 204, 225
judgment, 119–20, 127, 181–82, 

218, 220–21, 232, 
240–46

jurisprudence, 48

K
kata, 3
katalyma, 10
kiss, 263

L
Land of Gadarenes, 74–75
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law, 42–43
Lazarus, 191–92, 250–51
legions of angels, 263
leprosy, 68–69
Lord’s Prayer, 54–59
Lord’s Supper, 253, 255–58, 296
loving others, 50–51, 62–65
lytron, 188

M
magi, 11–12
Malchus, 263
Mark

audience in writing gospel, 2
marriage, 46, 113, 147, 206–7

abstinence from, 174–76
See also divorce

mashal, 45
martyr, 2, 90–91, 156, 219–20, 

288
Martyr, Justin, 3, 128
Mary, anoints Jesus, 250–52
Mary, mother of Jesus, xvi, 4, 

128–29
conception by the Holy 

Spirit, 7–13
Mary, the other

witness to Jesus’ resurrec-
tion, 285, 291–94

Mary Magdalene, 146, 285, 
291–93

Matthew
audience in writing gospel, 2
call to discipleship, 77–78
Levi, 1, 77
tax collector, 1, 77–78, 296
writing of his gospel, 1, 191

Matthew, book of
accounts unique to, 270, 292
audience understanding, 18
genealogies, 3–7

Matthew, book of (cont.)
parallel accounts, 70–71, 

74–75, 77, 79–80, 191
translation of, 1–4

meals, 134, 140–143
meekness, 35–26, 40, 44
Melchior, 11

See also magi
men crucified with Jesus, 279–81
messiah, false, 231–32
money, 179–81
money changers, 195–97
Moses

on Mount Sinai, 24
Mount of Olives, 258
murder, 43–44
Muslims, 224
myrrh, 11, 251, 278

N
Nathanael, 86, 109
neighbors, honoring, 215
New Testament, organization of, 

xv–xvi
Nicodemus, 177, 210, 287
nishba‘, 4
Noah, 235

O
oaths, 47–48, 213–15
Old Testament

organization of, xv
Opening the Scriptures, as a 

series, xi, xiii

P
pagan, 144
pandocheion, 10
Papias, 1
parable, 65

costly pearl, 126–27
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parable (cont.)
evil seed sown among the 

good seed, 119–20
faithful and unfaithful ser-

vants, 237–38
five wise and five foolish 

maiden, 238–40
fulfilling prophecy, 121–23
leaven, 121
mustard seed, 120–21
net, 127
purpose of, 117–18
sower, 116–19
talents, 240–42
thief in the night, 236–37
treasure in the field, 126
two sons, 198–99
vineyard owner, 183–84
wedding feat, 202–3
weeds in the field, 123–25
wicked vineyard tenants, 

199–202
Passover, 105, 135–36, 146, 192, 

201, 217, 220, 222, 
249–55, 258–59, 275

meal of, 252–53
peace, 39

See also shalom
persecution, 39, 50, 152, 219, 225
Peter, the apostle, 2, 28, 36, 58, 

60, 68, 70, 72, 77, 85–86, 
97–98, 109, 127, 136, 142, 
149–58, 162–63, 168–70, 
181, 219, 224–27, 238, 
253–54, 259–60, 263–
64, 268–71, 275, 292–93

Petra, 152
Petros, 152

See also Peter
Pharisees, 19–20, 36–40, 48, 52, 

56, 79
blasphemed Jesus, 90

Pharisees (cont.)
emphasis on good works, 

60, 213
false teaching of, 32, 43, 

110–13, 139, 142, 210, 
212–13

fasting, 59, 78
good works of, 60
judging of others, 62, 78, 83
murdering Jesus, 218
oaths, swearing of, 213–15
opposition to Jesus, 27, 

32, 90, 104–13, 141–42, 
146–48, 203–5, 208–9

persecution of disciples, 35, 
90, 219

phylacteries, and, 211
teachings of, 34–36
tempting Jesus, 174–75
warnings against, 210–20
woes from Jesus, 212–20
See also hypocrisy

Philetus, 227
piety, 38, 51–52, 59, 141, 199, 

211–12, 216
Pilate, 26, 120, 185

hands Jesus over for crucifix-
ion, 273–76

request to bury Jesus, 
287–89

Sanhedrin asks Pilate to 
execute Jesus, 268–69

soldiers of, 268, 276–77, 
287–89

wife of, 274–75
Polycarp, 2
prayer, 136, 168–69, 260

how to pray, 53–59
preaching of the gospel, 120–21
promised land, xiii
prophecy, 228

Elijah, 159
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prophecy (cont.)
regarding Jesus, 9, 23, 68, 

102, 108–10, 121–23, 
192–94, 232–34, 258–59, 
264, 267–68, 271–72, 
278–80, 282–83

John the Baptist, 18, 99–100
Zechariah, 192–94, 219–21, 

258, 272
purity, 38

Q
quasi-king, 276–77

R
rabbis, 66, 84, 178, 196–97, 204, 

206, 211, 214
Rahab, 5–7
repentance, 18, 20–21, 45, 55, 

101, 114, 125, 164, 167–68, 
199, 202, 221

resurrection of the dead, 206–7
restitution of salves, 272
revenge, 49
rich young man, 177–181
righteous, 24, 34, 78, 127, 245–46
righteousness, 36–37, 51–54
robbers, 279

S
Sabbath, 49, 70, 105–8, 211–12, 

215, 230, 286–87, 291–92
Sadducees, 20, 146–49, 206–8
Salome, daughter of Herodias, 

132–33
Salome, follower of Jesus, 186, 

285, 292
salt and light, 40–41
salvation, 156, 167
Sanhedrin, 44, 88, 154, 185, 197, 

262
arresting Jesus, 201–2

Sanhedrin (cont.)
beating of the apostles, 219
fabrication of guards’ re-

port, 295–96
false witnesses, 291, 295–96
parable of the two sons, 199
put Jesus to death, 250, 252, 

264–76, 286–88
taunts Jesus, 279–80

Satan, 14, 19, 23–28, 57, 74–75, 
82–83, 86, 111–12, 147, 
155, 165, 235, 255, 298

scribes, 11, 42–43, 48, 50–51, 
66, 71–72, 76, 113–15, 
139–41, 149, 154, 159–62, 
177–78, 185, 196–97, 
207–8, 210, 212–21, 228, 
280

Sea of Galilee, 28–29, 101, 137, 
145, 149, 163

Sermon on the Mount, 32
introduction, 32–41
instruction, 41–65
conclusion, 65–66

sexual immorality, 175
shalom, 38
sheba‘, 4
shepherds

God’s people, 84, 112, 
166–68

Jesus, 228
purpose of, 243, 258–59

Sidon, 101, 143, 145
signs of the Lord’s return, 233, 

235, 246
silver, 126, 163, 183, 189, 252, 

270–72
Simon (see Peter)
Simon Bar-Jonah, 151

See also Peter
Simon, the leper, 250–51

Name and Subject Index



310 Opening the Scriptures: Matthew

sin, xiii, 8–10, 18–20, 24, 38, 
44–46, 56, 58, 62–63, 
71, 75–78, 92, 100, 103, 
106–7, 110, 112–13, 125, 
140–41, 143, 165, 167–69, 
178, 214, 218–19, 232, 
261–62, 270, 282

surrendering to God, 60
swearing, 47–48

T
talents, 169–70, 240–41
teachers, 211–12
nearing clothes, 267
temple

destruction of, 223–30
pinnacle of, 25
tax, 163

temptation, 57, 165
Ten Commandments, 208
threshing, 20
tithes, 215–16
toledoth, 3
Torah, xii
torn curtain, 283–84
transfiguration, 23
travel, 211
trusting God, 60–61
Tyre, 101, 126, 143, 145

U
unbelief, 226–227
unfaithfulness, 114, 195, 201, 226, 

237–38
unwashed hands, 140–43
Uriah, 6, 7, 220–21

V
vision, 23–24, 157–58

See also dream

W
Wailing Wall, 224
war, 225
wealth, 177–81, 200
wedding, 239

at Cana, 27
weeping mothers, 12–13
wine, 79, 200, 216, 253, 256–57, 

278, 283
wisdom, 127
women as witnesses of Jesus, 285

See also Mary, Mary Magda-
lene, and Salome

Word of God
listening to, 210

Y
yoke, 36, 104, 128

Z
Zacchaeus, 192
Zechariah, 219–21, 272
Zeus, 228
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