
WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 
LESSONS FROM MATTHEW (Part Two) 

 
Notes For Week One: Fai th &  Its Found ati ons (Matthew 15:1-16:12) 

 
In the second half of Matthew' s gospel account, the tensions between Jesus and the worldly 
increase sharply as the Messiah' s ministry gradually approaches its climactic stage.  Jesus'  
disciples are increasingly forced to examine their own faith and its foundations.  In this week' s 
passages, we see Jesus call his followers to develop a faith comes from an inner understanding. 
 
Overview of Matthew 1-14  
 
The opening chapters of the gospel account (Matthew 1-4) describe the coming of the Christ and 
the basic nature of his ministry.  Then, in the 'Sermon On the Mount' (Matthew 5-7), Jesus 
describes a completely new perspective for his followers to adopt.  The book then provides us 
(Matthew 8-10) with numerous examples of Jesus' divine power and authority, in ways that often 
reveal as well the priorities and expectations that his followers should have. 
 
We are then exhorted (Matthew 11-14) to accept the Messiah and the kingdom of heaven as they 
are, not as we wish them to be.  As Jesus reminded John the Baptist, we are blessed if we accept 
Jesus as he is, without falling away.  Jesus is God's chosen Servant and Savior;  he may not meet 
our fleshly demands, but he will meet the more important needs of our souls.  L ikewise, his 
kingdom is not an earthly one and, as is illustrated by many parables, it should not be analyzed in 
worldly terms.  Jesus' earthly ministry brought both highs and lows, for he always allowed 
everyone he met to make his or her own choices as to how to respond to God's offer of grace. 
 
Outsid e &  I nsid e (Matthew 15:1-20) 
 
Jesus uses a sharp exchange with the Pharisees to teach some important spiritual perspectives to 
his disciples and to us.  The Pharisees' preoccupation with the external was both a mistake in 
itself and also an indication of some deeper misconceptions in their view of God.  There is much 
that we too can learn from Jesus' teachings about cleanness and uncleanness. 
 
The Pharisees and teachers of the law once again think that they have found a piece of evidence 
to discredit Jesus and his ministry, in that his disciples eat with unwashed hands (15:1-2).  Their 
reproach does not have to do with hygiene, but rather with the ceremonial washings* that the 
Pharisees and their followers diligently practiced. 
 

* As is detailed in the parallel passage in Mark (Mark 7:1-5), they practiced similar rituals involving 
cooking implements and the like. 

 
Although the L aw of Moses did call for cleansings on various occasions, this particular point 
comes not from the L aw, but from the body of oral teachings* to which the Pharisees referred as 
'the traditions of the elders'.  During the years between the end of the Old Testament and the 
coming of Jesus, the Pharisees and many other Jews had developed many such teachings, adding 
to or modifying the teachings of the Scriptures.  By the time of Jesus, these had the weight of 
tradition behind them, and in the minds of many they had become inviolate. 
 

* By the second century AD, these 'traditions of the elders' began to be written down in systematic form.  
The resulting compilation was called the Mishnah, which was completed by about AD 200.  The Mishnah 
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in turn formed the first portion of the Jewish Talmud (the second portion was the Gemara, a set of 
commentaries on the Mishnah). 

 
Jesus is quick to identify and point out the errors of the Pharisees (15:3-9 ).  He makes no attempt 
to deny the factuality of the Pharisees' charge, but instead challenges them back.  Jesus' disciples 
may indeed ignore the traditions of the elders, but the Pharisees had long since gotten into the 
habit of ignoring God's Word*.  While concentrating vigorously on their outward habits of 
'worship', their hearts had become so distant that they didn't even realize how far they had 
wandered from God's Word and God's priorities. 
 

* As an example, Jesus cites the practice of declaring their possessions to be devoted to God (called Corban 
in Mark 7:11), thus making it 'impossible' to use their wealth to help their parents, while still retaining the 
use of it for themselves.  In fact, the 'loophole' allowing this practice was later corrected in the Mishnah 
(see previous note). 

 
Jesus then uses the situation to teach his followers (15:10-20).  K nowing that the Pharisees refuse 
to learn anything from him, he strives instead to help others not to become like them.  Besides 
erring in the source of true authority, another of the Pharisees' errors was their failure to 
understand the nature of cleanness and uncleanness*.  What truly makes a person unclean is not 
external things, but internal things.  The very teachers of the law were blind guides, unfit even to 
help themselves, because of how badly distorted their perspectives were. 
 

* Jesus is essentially using the L evitical concept of cleanness as the natural, unpolluted state of things.  
There is a rough parallel between cleanness and sinlessness, except that cleanness was attainable under 
L evitical law, whereas sinlessness is attainable only by the blood of Jesus. 

 
The world is indeed full of unclean things and even evil things, yet it is our own hearts that truly 
determine whether we are 'clean' or 'unclean'.  The things of the world may make us outwardly 
unclean, but what comes out of our own hearts poses the greatest spiritual danger.  Neither 
temptation, nor false teaching, nor worldly ambition, nor anything else of the world would have 
much of an effect on us except for the desires and unclean thoughts that lurk in our own hearts. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why do the Pharisees attach so much importance to 
their traditional practices?  In what ways must we take care not to do the same thing?  Is 
tradition a problem in itself?  What was the root error?  How should we respond to Jesus' 
warning against the unclean things within us?  How is Jesus himself an example for us? 

 
Testing  F aith &  B uild ing  F aith (Matthew 15:21-3 9 ) 
 
These two passages both describe Jesus performing miracles, but more importantly they show us 
how Jesus tested and revealed the faith (or lack thereof) of those who followed him.  First, Jesus 
encounters a mother with unusual faith and understanding.  Then, Jesus patiently teaches his 
disciples some familiar lessons about compassion and divine power. 
 
Jesus' encounter with a faithful 'dog' gives him a rare chance to bless someone with remarkable 
faith and humility (15:21-28).  When he is approached by a Gentile woman* who is deeply 
concerned about her demon-possessed daughter, his disciples respond insensitively, simply 
wanting her to go away.  More surprisingly, Jesus' own behavior seems oddly distant. 
 

* Mark 7:26 describes her as 'a Greek, born in Syrian Phoenicia'.  The term Greek is used here generically 
to refer to a Gentile, and does not indicate literal Greek descent.  Matthew calls her a Canaanite (v. 22). 

 2



 
At first, Jesus does not even acknowledge the woman or her desperate pleas for help.  When he 
finally does speak to her, it is to say that he was sent to help Israel.  This only causes her to come 
closer and to kneel in front of Jesus.  The Savior seemingly rebuffs her yet a third time, 
commenting sharply that for him to heal a Gentile would be like taking food away from a child 
in order to feed a dog. 
 
The mother's response to all this is remarkable.  Not only does she never waver in her belief that 
Jesus can help, but she also responds in a way that is at once wise, humble, and clever.  Jesus 
clearly perceived her faith and determination, since his actions would have discouraged most 
others.  As it turns out here, the woman's faith and other admirable qualities are both revealed 
and rewarded.  This is an interesting example to consider when our own faith is tested by 
repeated disappointments.  Jesus' love for this woman showed itself in an unexpected way, and 
yet she will come away from these events with an even stronger faith. 
 
This is followed by a 'replay' miracle, as Jesus feeds a crowd of 4,000 (15:29 -39 ).  The situation 
is a familiar one, and the incident has much in common with the one described in Matthew 
14:13-21, yet it is clearly a second and distinct occurrence*.  Once again, a small amount of 
bread and fish feeds a huge gathering of persons, and once again there are several basketfuls of 
food left over.  The disciples again seem barely to comprehend what they are witnessing, and it 
will only be later (see below, 16:5-12) when the full significance of the feeding becomes clear.  

 
* Indeed, there are commentators who have attempted to prove that the two events were the same, and that 
the gospel accounts erroneously quote from two differing reports of this one episode.  Besides being 
unnecessary, this theory reveals a complete ignorance of the reason why two such similar incidents are 
recorded.  (The reason becomes clear below in 16:5-12.) 
 
Questions for Discussion or Study: Why did Jesus treat the concerned mother so harshly 
at first?  How might she have felt?  What was Jesus trying to teach her?  What was he 
trying to teach his disciples?  How is the feeding of the 4,000 similar to the feeding of the 
5,000?  Why might the gospels include accounts of two such similar events? 

 
Resisting  F leshly  P ersp ectives (Matthew 16:1-12) 
 
On the surface, the Pharisees and Sadducees* represented two very different perspectives on 
serving God, but the two groups were united in their opposition to Jesus.  As they clashed ever 
more frequently with Jesus, the Savior revealed how fleshly and earthbound their beliefs and 
practices really were.  He also cautioned his disciples against the influence of these groups. 
 

* See Acts 23:8 for ways in which the two groups differed.  We'll study them in more detail in chapter 22. 
 
Here we see Jesus' opponents looking for a sign, again (16:1-4).  Their sincerity is doubtful, and 
once more Jesus does not even consider catering to their wishes.  Instead, he tells a short parable 
to illustrate their mistake.  Just as someone versed in practical meteorology knows that a red sky 
in the morning usually means rough weather, so also anyone with a basic understanding of 
spiritual priorities would realize that miracles are merely an aid to faith, not the foundation of it. 
 
Therefore Jesus again tells them that they will see no sign except 'the sign of Jonah' (see notes on 
Matthew 12:38-42).  The Pharisees insisted on seeing a special sign from anyone who would set 
aside their rules, and the success-loving, skeptical Sadducees refused to accept a Messiah who 
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would not display his power for them.  Both parties had perspectives and beliefs that were firmly 
rooted in earthly concerns, and so neither could appreciate what Jesus brought into the world. 
 
This leads into Jesus' warning to his disciples about the dangerous 'yeast' of these two groups 
(16:5-12).  This is another example of Jesus working to bring out what is inside the minds of his 
followers.  As they cross the lake, Jesus deliberately gives his warning in figurative form, telling 
them to, 'be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees'.  More important 
than the point itself is the necessity for the disciples to stop thinking in fleshly terms, and to look 
beyond the physical to the spiritual.  Hence, Jesus did not merely make a simple, literal statement 
about the errors of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 
 
Stuck on fleshly preoccupations, the disciples can think only of the word 'bread' in Jesus' 
statement.  Yet even if Jesus had been speaking literally, their response would make little sense.  
The nonsensical nature of their thoughts illustrates how far from the truth we can stray if we use 
worldly logic and viewpoints when we hear and interpret what Jesus says to us. 
 
Since it is important for the disciples to understand things for themselves, Jesus does not fully 
explain, but instead provides them some important reminders to help them figure out what he 
means.  It is indeed ironic that they were so worried about bread, when they have twice seen 
Jesus feed a huge crowd with only a small supply of food.  He even reviews the numerical 
details* of both miracles, to remind them how easy it is for him to produce food when necessary. 
 

* As noted above, this passage's use of these details clearly establishes that the two events were distinct. 
 
Eventually, the realization comes to the disciples that Jesus is warning them about the teachings 
of the Pharisees and Sadducees, for these teachings are like yeast that spreads quickly through 
willing 'dough'.  It is not the specific teachings of these groups that are a spiritual threat, so much 
as their perspectives and their pride.  In challenging them to figure out his figurative warning, 
Jesus is simultaneously helping them to develop the spiritual mind-set that will help them to 
resist the kinds of erroneous perspectives that will face them constantly in the years ahead. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why are bitter rivals like the Pharisees and Sadducees 
working together in their opposition to Jesus?  What was Jesus saying in his illustration 
about the weather?  Why does Jesus warn his disciples figuratively, instead of speaking 
literally?  What prevents them from understanding him at first?  Why does he remind 
them of the details of the two miraculous feedings?  What should we learn from this? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, June 2007 
 
© 2007 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 
LESSONS FROM MATTHEW (Part Two) 

 
Notes For Week Two: Who Is J esus? (Matthew 1 6:1 3 -1 7:27) 

 
Jesus'  question, ' W ho do you say I am? ,'  is a maj or theme in this section of Matthew' s account of 
the gospel.  In these next few passages, we see Jesus calling his disciples to understand for 
themselves who he is and what he must do.  In conversing with them, in performing miraculous 
feats, and in answering questions, Jesus continues to guide their attention in this direction. 
 
Review of L ast Week ' s Class 
 
The second half of Matthew begins with some events that teach us about faith and its foundations 
(Matthew 15:1-16:12).  When the Pharisees criticized Jesus' disciples for not following their 
tradition of ceremonial washings, Jesus firmly taught them that the inside, not the outside, is 
most important.  The Pharisees worshiped God outwardly, and diligently avoided outward 
uncleanness, but they harbored many sinful thoughts inside. 
 
As his ministry proceeded, Jesus continued testing and building the faith of those he met.  In his 
encounter with a faithful Gentile mother, Jesus at first behaved oddly, so as to bring out the 
strong faith and understanding of this faithful 'dog'.  He also fed a crowd of four thousand, 
something of a 'replay' miracle, both to demonstrate his compassion and also to reinforce an 
awareness of his power over material things in his disciples' minds. 
 
Jesus consistently calls his followers to resist fleshly perspectives.  When the Pharisees and 
Sadducees come looking for a sign, Jesus refuses, for they already had seen enough to persuade 
them, but their hearts were hard.  Jesus figuratively warned his disciples against the dangerous 
'yeast' of these groups, and in so doing he forced the disciples to learn to think less literally. 
 
Jesus &  P eter (Matthew 16:13 -28) 
 
As one of Jesus' most devoted followers, Simon Peter experienced many highs and many lows in 
his efforts to understand his Lord.  This passage tells us a great deal about Peter and his 
relationship with Jesus, but more importantly, Peter's thoughts can help us to clarify in our own 
minds what we hope for and what we expect from Jesus. 
 
Jesus points out to his disciples that there were many different views about him that were 
circulating among the people (16:13-14).  Both then and now, almost everyone who looks at 
Jesus finds some remarkably encouraging things, yet no one will find exactly the sort of Savior 
that we wanted.  Thus there have always been a wide variety of viewpoints about who Jesus is. 
 
When Jesus then calls his disciples to speak for themselves, rather than merely cataloguing what 
others are saying, Peter shows at once that he indeed recognizes Jesus as the Messiah (16:15-20).  
Peter was wrong about some things, and confused about many more, but when he says 'You are 
the Christ', he shows why Jesus made him such a special part of his ministry.  There is more 
wisdom in Peter's simple act of recognition than there is in volume after volume of human-
crafted theology.  As Jesus says, this shows that Peter had allowed God to reveal the truth to him. 
 
On this rock of truth*, Jesus' identity as the chosen Messiah or Christ, Jesus promises to build his 
church.  Neither Peter himself nor any other human is fit to serve as a cornerstone for the church, 
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but the fact of Jesus' identity is a sure and certain foundation.  In the church, this foundation is 
then combined with the faith of those who, like Peter, believe in Jesus. 
 

* Jesus calls Peter Πετροs (Petros), which means stone or pebble.  The rock on which Jesus will build his 
church is πετρα (petra), which means a rock, especially a large rock.  Jesus is contrasting Peter himself, a 
small rock or pebble, with the truth he has just expressed, which is a much larger 'rock', that is, a stronger 
and more solid foundation. 

 
The faithful Peter (and, in Matthew 18:18, the other disciples as well) is also assured that he can 
be confident in what he teaches (what he 'binds' and 'looses'*), for he needs only to teach what he 
is given from above**.  In presenting Peter with 'the keys of the kingdom of heaven', Jesus is not 
giving Peter authority to make decisions, but rather is blessing him for his faith, by allowing him 
to participate in 'opening the doors' of the church.  Peter, in fact, was privileged both to invite the 
first Jews into the church (in Acts 2) and also the first Gentiles (in Acts 10). 
 

* The terms binding and loosing were conventionally used (for example, by the rabbis) to indicate 
decisions involving prohibition and permission.  Thus they do not really refer to decisions regarding which 
persons are part of the kingdom, and which ones are not. 
 
** The Greek verb tenses in verse 19 are both present future, and would most accurately be translated as, 
'will have been bound', rather than 'will be bound', as some translations have rendered the phrases in this 
verse.  That is, just as God revealed to Peter that Jesus is the Christ, so also he will reveal what to teach.  
Peter does not have authority to make his own 'rules'.  Rather, Peter and the other disciples are being 
assured that he will be taught the things he will in turn teach to the church. 

 
After this, Jesus begins to teach his followers that the Christ must die (16:21-28).  He describes 
in detail what is going to happen to him, and he leaves no doubt as to the manner in which his 
ministry will end.  Although he adds that he will be raised from the dead, the disciples (here and 
again in 17:23) seem to have understood only that he will soon die.  Once again Peter is the one 
to take the initiative, but this time he is badly mistaken in his attitude. 
 
Despite Peter's evident sincerity, Jesus rebukes him for objecting to the prediction of death and 
resurrection.  Peter believes in the Messiah, but he does not yet understand what the Messiah 
came for.  Jesus calls him a stumbling block, for Peter has fallen into the same error that derails 
believers in any era.  We are not here to gain what can in this world, but to take up our crosses.  
Jesus calls us in no uncertain terms to put our hope in things above, not in this world at all. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Jesus question his disciples as to what they 
and others think of him?  What did Peter understand at this point?  Why are Jesus' 
comments to him sometimes misinterpreted?  Why does Peter object to Jesus' statements 
about his death and resurrection? What lessons should we learn from all this? 

 
The Christ I s Transfig ured  (Matthew 17:1-13 ) 
 
This remarkable event affords Jesus' three closest disciples a brief glimpse of Jesus' eternal glory 
and divine nature.  Although they may have barely understood it at the time, the transfiguration 
was so memorable that Peter was still telling believers about it decades later*.  For us, also, the 
transfiguration reminds us how much more there is to Jesus than we often realize. 
 

* See 2 Peter 1:17-18.  This epistle was written sometime between AD 60 and AD 70. 
 
Jesus takes Peter, James, and John up a high mountain (17:1-8).  The location is chosen so as to 
be secluded from even the other disciples, and it is also appropriate in itself.  It is likely that the 
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transfigured form of Jesus cannot be fully described in words, yet the sight was clearly striking, 
and it is fitting that it would be characterized by a dazzling brightness.  Moses and Elijah* appear 
with Jesus, as representatives of the Law and the prophets, for Jesus completes and fulfills both. 
 

* Despite the speculations on the subject, there is no way to determine how Peter and the others recognized 
Moses and Elijah.  Attempts to 'discover' this only serve to detract from the main purpose of the passage. 

 
The overwhelming sights particularly overwhelmed Peter, whose rambling remarks reveal 
bewilderment and fear.  He and the others are silenced when a cloud envelops them, and the 
voice of God calls them to take proper heed of Jesus and of what he teaches them.  The entire 
experience is designed to help these three to remember always that Jesus is an eternal being, with 
eternal glory and honor far beyond what the world will ever accord him.  No doubt they only 
dimly understood at the time, but Jesus trusted them to keep the memory in their hearts. 
 
They briefly discuss the episode on the way down from the mountain (17:9-13).  Jesus insists 
that they not tell anyone about what they have seen until he has risen from the dead.  The 
transfiguration, above all, was not to be treated as a mere spectacle;  it was a special arrangement 
for three disciples who would be entrusted with important responsibilities. 
 
Having just seen Elijah, it occurs to the three disciples to ask Jesus about the prophecy that Elijah 
would come before the Messiah appeared.  This was understood (based on Malachi 4:5) even at 
the time.  Jesus again confirms for them (see also Matthew 11:14) that John the Baptist fulfilled 
this prophecy, not as Elijah himself but as a spiritual parallel to the great prophet. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why are only these three disciples taken to see the 
transfiguration?  What might this experience have been like?  What effect might it have 
had on the disciples who saw it?  How might they have better understood it later?  What 
does Jesus not want them to tell others about it yet? 

 
B ack  Among  the Crowd s (Matthew 17:14 -27) 
 
As soon as Jesus and the three disciples returned from the mountain, Jesus found himself back 
amongst the tumults, pleas, and questions of the crowds.  First, he heals a boy whom his other 
disciples had tried unsuccessfully to help while Jesus was away.  Then, after returning to 
Capernaum, Jesus uses a simple question of ethics to teach some significant lessons. 
 
In healing a boy of his seizures (17:14-23). Jesus once again uses the situation to teach and 
exhort.  As soon as Jesus returns from the mountain, a father comes to plead for his demon-
possessed son.  This man had brought his son to the other disciples, but they were unable to do 
anything for him.  It may be surprising at first to read Jesus' blunt criticism of the lack of faith 
that he encounters in this situation, yet it also shows us how important it is for us to have faith. 
 
Jesus does not ask for an unreasonable amount of faith.  It is not the amount of faith that matters 
in itself, for Jesus reminds us that even a mustard seed's worth of faith can accomplish wonders.  
Rather, we must put whatever faith we have in the right place.  Those with a tiny amount of faith 
in God himself are more blessed than those with great 'faith' in human activity, human leaders, or 
material things.  When Jesus indicates that the disciples' lack of faith prevented them from 
driving out the demon*, he is pointing out that they have not yet grasped who he is.  Thus their 
faith is not yet in him as the Christ so much as in his persona and his way of doing things.  But 
the time will come when the disciples will learn what they need to know. 
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* In the parallel passage in Mark, Jesus adds that 'this kind (of demon) can come out only by prayer'.  The 
meaning of this is similar;  the disciples must be more prayerfully focused on God if they wish to 
experience all that he has to offer them.  They can never take for granted the power that has been graciously 
bestowed on them.  Note that Jesus himself does not pray before driving out the demon, so he is not 
referring to some specific prayer that must be given. 

 
Jesus also follows this with another grim foretelling of what will soon happen to him in 
Jerusalem.  Still the disciples do not understand, for even though he specifically mentions the 
resurrection, they are 'filled with grief' at his words.  When we watch the disciples, who spent 
day after day in Jesus' presence yet struggled to understand even basic aspects of his ministry, we 
can see how patient Jesus is in teaching them the same things as often as they needed to hear 
them.  Seeing the disciples should also help us to be patient with others and ourselves as we 
strive to know and understand Jesus better. 
 
The question of the temple tax also gives Jesus an opportunity to remind his disciples who he is 
(17:24-27).  This was an annual tax of two drachmas (or one-half shekel) levied on all adult 
Jewish males, based loosely on the instructions given by Moses in Exodus 30:11-16 for the 
upkeep of the temple.  While most Jews considered this a patriotic duty, some groups 
disapproved*.  Although the temple retained considerable spiritual significance, its meaning had 
also become considerably distorted, and much of the emphasis on it was worldly. 
 

* The ascetic Essene sect, for example, insisted on paying it only once in a person's lifetime, on the grounds 
that the passage in Exodus referred specifically to a one-time contribution. 

 
When Peter comes to ask Jesus whether he pays the temple tax, Jesus pre-empts Peter's intended 
question with one of his own.  Jesus points out that king's sons are exempt from paying taxes to 
their fathers.  At the same time, Jesus does not want to cause needless offense (in saying this, he 
is implicitly acknowledging that there are some positive reasons for the tax), and so he comes up 
with a solution that is both clever and instructive. 
 
By guiding Peter to catch a fish with a coin in its mouth (of sufficient value to pay for both Jesus' 
tax and Peter's), Jesus indicates both his willingness to accept the temple tax, and his exemption 
from it as God's Son.  At the same time, he is demonstrating that he can supply as much money 
as he needs by miraculous means, yet he has only chosen to do so this one time, for a specific 
purpose.  Once again, Jesus has answered a question in a way that teaches lessons much more 
important than the original inquiry involved. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why is Jesus so sharp in criticizing the lack of faith 
that he encounters?  What does he mean by a lack of faith?  What pros and cons would 
there have been to paying the two-drachma temple tax?  What does Jesus' answer imply?  
Why did he pay the tax by having Peter find the money in a fish? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, June 2007 
 
© 2007 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 
LESSONS FROM MATTHEW (Part Two) 

 
Notes For Week Three: Teachin g s On  Sin  &  G race (Matthew 1 8 ) 

 
At the heart of our relationship with God are sin and grace.  Sin is the one obstacle that 
threatens to separate us from God' s love, while grace is the one blessing that can overcome our 
sin and can restore our relationship with God.  In this week' s study, we shall see Jesus present 
several important teachings to help us better to understand these important ideas. 
 
Review of Recent Classes 
 
In the second half of Matthew, Jesus increasingly calls his followers to decide who he is, and to 
respond accordingly.  He uses a variety of situations to explain what faith is and to examine its 
foundations (Matthew 15:1-16:12). 
 
Jesus does not hesitate to ask his disciples, both directly and indirectly, to tell him who they 
think he is (Matthew 16:13-17:27).  Jesus' interactions with Peter are particularly instructive.  
Even at this point, Peter truly recognizes Jesus as the Christ, the Messiah, and he is blessed for it.  
But when Jesus explains that the Christ must be put to death and then rise again, Peter suddenly 
reveals a great lack of understanding, and he is reproved this time. 
 
Jesus' transfiguration gave his three closest disciples a brief glimpse of his true, divine nature.  
By themselves on a high mountain, they saw him transfigured, saw him speaking with Moses 
and Elijah, and heard God's own voice from a cloud.  On the way down, Jesus emphasized that 
the special blessing they had received was not to be revealed to others until after his resurrection. 
 
Back among the crowds, Jesus is quickly faced with some familiar kinds of situations.  In healing 
a boy of his seizures, he has to step into a situation in which the other nine disciples had failed.  
Then, when asked about the two-drachma temple tax, Jesus performs an unusual miracle to show 
that, while he is truly exempt from such human-imposed taxes, he will nevertheless pay it so as 
not to cause unnecessary offense. 
 
B ecome L ik e L ittle Child ren (Matthew 18:1-9 ) 
 
Throughout the gospel accounts, Jesus emphasizes that he is looking for the weak, the poor, the 
sick, and the humble.  Here, he calls would-be followers to become 'like little children', for 
children acknowledge their vulnerability and their need much more so than adults will.  With this 
awareness comes also a responsibility to recognize sin for the destructive force that it is. 
 
Jesus teaches that we must humble ourselves before God (18:1-4).  Children have many common 
characteristics, some of which are good and some bad.  Jesus here contrasts a child with the 
disciples' silly question as to who is the 'greatest' in the kingdom of heaven.  The very concept of 
'greatness' has an entirely different meaning to God than it does to fleshly humans.  The humble 
are 'great' in God's sight, and in fact it is not even possible to enter the kingdom of heaven 
without first humbling oneself and rejecting the world's definition of greatness. 
 
Causing others to sin is a grievous offense to be carefully avoided (18:5-6).  Jesus connects this 
with his previous teaching by emphasizing the importance of childlike innocence.  Welcoming a 
little child in the name of Jesus is equivalent to welcoming Jesus, for it demonstrates an 
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appreciation and awareness of a child's humility and innocence.  To corrupt the innocent (a 'little 
one', not necessarily a child), then, is to demonstrate contempt for all that Jesus values. 
 
The world, unfortunately, finds nothing wrong with corrupting the innocent.  Indeed, they often 
praise it, calling it "sophisticated", "edgy", or other such buzzwords.  Those persons in our 
society who are able to make sin seem entertaining are given praise, respect, and financial 
rewards.  But such persons have a grim fate in store for them in eternity.  The situation described 
by Jesus - that of being cast into the sea while attached to a large millstone* - is a pleasant 
experience compared to what awaits those who take pleasure in leading others into sin. 
 

* Often understood here to mean a 'donkey millstone', that is, a stone to which donkeys were attached. 
 
Likewise, the causes of sin should be addressed firmly (18:7-9).  Jesus and his Father are well 
aware of the inevitability of sin, but that does not excuse those who cause sin.  We ought to be 
aware not only of the external sources of temptation, but also of the sins that arise solely from 
our own desires.  When Jesus repeats his no-nonsense teaching that, 'if your eye causes you to 
sin . . . ', his words are not, of course, to be taken literally*.  Rather, they are an urgent reminder 
to deal prayerfully and diligently with the sinful desires we find within us. 
 

* See also the notes on Matthew 5:29-30. 
 
Questions for Discussion or Study: What motivation might the disciples have had for 
asking about 'the greatest'?  What similarly unproductive questions might we wonder 
about?  How is a child an appropriate symbol for Jesus to use in response?  What 
qualities of a child is Jesus praising?  What connection does this have with the following 
points about the causes and sources of sin?  How should we apply these teachings? 

 
P ursuing  G race &  P eace (Matthew 18:10-20) 
 
An eagerness to show grace is a fundamental aspect of God's nature.  God does not merely value 
grace;  he also pursues it actively.  As the parable of the lost sheep illustrates, God will do 
everything he can do in order to restore those who have wandered from him.  This parable is 
followed by a series of brief teachings on putting into practice an awareness of grace and peace. 
 
The parable of the lost sheep stands by itself here in Matthew (18:10-14), whereas it is joined by 
two similar parables in Luke 15.  Here it emphasizes the value of the 'little ones' to God.  A 
wandering sheep causes him to seek for it actively, for he loves it and wants it back even though 
he already has 99 other sheep that are safe with him. 
 
The joy that accompanies the sheep's recovery is illustrative of the joy in God's heart whenever a 
straying human comes to him or comes back to him.  For even when the sheep was straying, it 
was God's eager desire to grant it grace.  God's joy at the salvation of a soul does not come from 
exerting his authority, or from demonstrating his superiority.  Rather, it comes from his great 
desire to show grace and compassion to his creations. 
 
Similarly, for us to live in grace and peace is not complicated, for we were made in the image of 
the gracious God (18:15-20).  But valuing grace and peace is often contrary to our fleshly nature, 
for it causes the flesh to make sacrifices.  Such sacrifices do not always involve material things;  
often the most difficult sacrifices involve the surrender of intangible things such as pride, false 
security, or our illusion of our own infallibility. 
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For example, Jesus teaches us here a simple, godly approach to wrongdoing (or perceived 
wrongdoing) that even believers frequently disregard.  Much resentment, jealousy, and deception 
could be avoided if we remember to follow Jesus' wise advice when we believe ourselves to have 
been wronged.  In this context also, Jesus assures all of his disciples* that the things they are to 
'bind' and 'loose'** upon others will have been given them from above. 
 

* See also the notes to Matthew 16:18-19. 
 
** These words are used here in the sense of things that are prohibited and things that are permitted.  See 
again the notes to the earlier passage. 

 
Once again, we can make things simple for ourselves if we remember to make a distinction 
between what is revealed from above and what is taught by this world.  This too, though, can 
involve sacrifices by our flesh.  We should recognize the feeble nature of our own opinions and 
judgments.  For we shall always be prone to make mistakes in our understanding of what God is 
telling us, but if we retain a spirit of grace and humility, this will limit the damage that our 
misunderstandings can cause. 
 
Related to these ideas is the value of harmony.  As happens so often, Jesus' statement about the 
effectiveness of unified prayer is often misunderstood.  This is not a secret tactic or a legal 
promise, designed primarily to help us know how to get the things we desire.  Rather, it is an 
exhortation to live in grace and peace with one another, so that our prayers will harmonize.  It 
clearly matters to God whether we value spiritual blessings and pray together that they may be 
given to us all, versus whether we are all praying for dissimilar assortments of worldly things. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How does Jesus intend us to apply 18:15-17 in 
practice?  What does Jesus' own life reveal?  Of what importance is it to the disciples and 
to us to emphasize what is revealed to us from above?  How can we best apply Jesus' 
teaching about prayer and assembling in verses 19-20? 

 
The Merciful &  The U nmerciful (Matthew 18:21-3 5) 
 
Learning to show grace and mercy to one another is an essential aspect of our relationships, and 
learning to practice these qualities in human interactions is also essential to having a good 
relationship with God.  In one of his most challenging parables, Jesus graphically depicts how it 
looks to God when we fail to practice forgiveness and patience towards others. 
 
Peter's question, which he most probably asked in all innocence, expresses a practical concern 
common to anyone who has regular interactions with his or her fellow beings (18:21-22).  It is 
impossible for humans to associate with one another for very long before someone does 
something that someone else considers to be harmful, incorrect, or even sinful.  As believers in a 
gracious God, we know that our first desire should be to forgive wrongdoing.  But that raises the 
question of how many times we should forgive someone.  Is there a point at which we no longer 
must grant continued forgiveness to the same person? 
 
Jesus' answer is clear and emphatic.  Whereas Peter was willing graciously to forgive the same 
brother up to seven times, Jesus extends the obligation to forgive to a much larger number of 
times*, indicating that for all practical purposes we are expected to forgive indefinitely.  There is 
no time at which we are suddenly allowed to stop extending grace to our brothers and sisters.  
For we would hardly want God to set a limit, past which he would no longer extend grace to us. 
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* The original text is ambiguous, and can be translated either as 'seventy-seven times' or as 'seventy, seven 
times', or 490 times, with equal accuracy.  The exact number of times is not, of course, the point.  So the 
interpretation of this verse is not affected by the uncertainty of translation. 

 
To illustrate this principle, Jesus tells the parable of the two debts (18:23-35).  Both debtors are 
servants of a king, but in one case, the debt is owed to the king, and in the other case the debt is 
between the two servants themselves.  Thus the situation forms a simple parallel that contrasts 
the 'debts' or sins we commit against God with the 'debts' or sins we commit against one another. 
 
The first servant owes ten thousand-talents, an enormous amount of money*, to the king.  Since 
the debt is far beyond his ability to repay, the king is about to sell both the man and his family as 
slaves, in order to recoup a portion of his loss.  But when the debtor pleads for patience and 
mercy, the merciful king not only relents but also forgives the debt entirely.  Presumably the 
servant would have felt an inexpressible relief, if not enormous thankfulness. 
 

* A talent was about 75 pounds, so this man owed the equivalent of 750,000 pounds of silver.  Such a debt 
would not in actuality be possible for a mere servant to owe - but we do owe to God an even larger debt. 

 
As it turns out, this servant was himself owed money by a fellow servant.  This debt is much 
smaller*, yet the same servant who was just forgiven of a much larger debt suddenly becomes a 
zealous advocate of stern enforcement.  After assaulting and threatening his debtor, he has the 
hapless man imprisoned** until such time as he can pay.  When this pitiless behavior is reported 
back to the king, the master is now outraged, and he orders the first debtor to be imprisoned and 
tortured until he can repay the debt - which essentially means for the rest of his life. 
 

* One hundred denarii is not insignificant, since a denarius was equivalent to a day's pay for an average 
laborer.  But it was a manageable debt that could have been paid off, given some time, 
 
** The barbarous custom of imprisoning debtors has been common in many places and times.  The laws of 
Great Britain historically took a particularly cold and ruthless attitude towards debtors, so the persons who 
founded the U SA attempted to soften this somewhat.  Although out own laws still strongly favor the 
moneyed interests, there are some safeguards for debtors that have not always existed elsewhere. 

 
Jesus' actual message has little to do with monetary debts.  Rather, he calls us to forgive from the 
heart.  Sin is more serious and more harmful than debts of mere money, and each one of us owes 
a sin-related debt to God that could never be repaid by even the wealthiest persons in the world.  
It is only by the blood of God's Son that we have any hope for forgiveness.  By contrast, the 
debts and sins we commit against one another are comparatively trivial.  When we forget what 
we owe to God, and fall into the habit of demanding 'justice' (that is, vengeance) against our 
fellow beings, it looks the same way to God that the situation in this parable looked to the king. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What might have prompted Peter to ask his question 
about forgiveness?  What does Jesus' response imply?  Explain the parallels involved in 
the parable of the two debts.  Why is it appropriate to use monetary debts as a parallel for 
the debt of sin? How did Jesus' own life exemplify the teachings of this parable? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, June 2007 
 
© 2007 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 
LESSONS FROM MATTHEW (Part Two) 

 
Notes For Week Four: Sacrificin g  For The K in g d om Of Heaven  (Matthew 1 9 :1 -20 :1 6) 

 
The pursuit of heavenly things will often call us to sacrifice worldly things.  No disciple is likely 
to have to sacrifice everything in this world, yet Jesus'  followers must be prepared for any 
possibility.  Often the sacrifices God calls us to make are not those we expected - sacrificing for 
the kingdom of heaven may involve material things, but it may also involve intangible things. 
 
Review of Recent Classes 
 
In the second half of Matthew, Jesus uses every opportunity to call his followers to a deeper 
understanding of God.  He teaches us about faith and its foundations (Matthew 15:1-16:12), and 
asks those who follow him to make a sincere decision about who he is (Matthew 16:13-17:27). 
 
Jesus has many important things to say about sin and grace (18:1-35).  He calls us to become like 
little children, in emulating their humility and innocence.  This involves shunning and avoiding 
causes of sin, and above all not leading others astray.  We should live in pursuit of grace and 
peace, just as the parable of the lost sheep teaches us about God's own eager desire for grace.  
Believers are called to be merciful, in the awareness of our own need for mercy.  When Peter 
asked Jesus how many times it might be necessary to forgive a brother, Jesus responded with the 
parable of the two debts.  For someone forgiven of an enormous debt to become vengeful about a 
relatively minor debt parallels the situation of a forgiven believer who will not forgive others. 
 
S acrificing  World ly  Wisd om (Matthew 19 :1-15) 
 
Asked to present his views on divorce, Jesus addresses the broader issues involved.  This is only 
one of many issues on which the Pharisees of the world form their opinions based on fleshly 
reasoning and earthly wisdom.  When looked at from a spiritual perspective, things seem much 
different.  Jesus follows these teachings with yet another blessing upon childlike innocence. 
 
In the question and answer sequence about divorce (19:1-9), we see how worldly preconceptions 
and logic neglect the most important aspects of a situation, even when we know the correct 
details.  The Pharisees' question was a controversial issue of their own day, and is also an issue 
of significance in any era.  Both then and now, God's people too often fixate on details and on 
individual cases, instead of understanding the more important spiritual principles involved. 
 
Jewish authorities frequently debated whether it was acceptable to allow a man to divorce his 
wife without a specific cause*.  A literal reading of the Law of Moses reveals no prohibition, yet 
to many Jews it seemed that the certificate of divorce procedure was easily abused.  The general 
outlines of the debate are similar to the lines along which the subject is often discussed now. 
 

* The phrase, 'for any and every reason' was the legal jargon of the times for this.  Note also the Pharisees' 
assumption that divorce was an option available only to males. 

 
As Jesus' answer indicates, God's view of marriage cannot be expressed in legal terms alone.  
God did not attempt to codify the exact grounds of a legally acceptable divorce, for he knew that 
human nature would lead his people to exploit the laws for their own purposes.  God knew their 
hearts, and he gave them a procedure that at least allowed a clear-cut result for all parties. 
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Thus the laws given through Moses did not represent God's full views about marriage and 
divorce;  they only provided for inevitable eventualities.  In Jesus, we are expected to accept and 
practice a higher standard of marriage, as a mutual and irrevocable commitment before God.  
God sees only one reason - marital unfaithfulness - as truly legitimate grounds for divorce, and 
even this only releases one party from his or her obligation in the eyes of God. 
 
Many discussions of 'issues' involving marriage and divorce are thus largely off-track, for they 
focus on details and miss the principles involved.  Only by focusing foremost on Jesus' main 
points here can we develop any real understanding.  Instead, in most practical situations humans 
try to argue one way or another whether a particular action is or is not permissible.  Yet God 
deliberately avoids trying to legislate for every possible case*.  So our focus ought to be on what 
God (not we or other humans involved) truly desires, and on his grace that covers our errors. 
 

* Thus Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 7, regarding some specific situations involving marriage, that 'I have no 
command from the Lord' (v. 25).  The apostle acknowledges that Jesus declined to give a list of instructions 
for specific cases.  (Thus, Paul is not saying that this portion of the epistle was not divinely inspired.) 

 
In response to his disciples' questions, Jesus elaborates further (19:10-12).  Given the severity of 
Jesus' teachings, it might seem better, in a sense, not to marry.  Note that Jesus does not dispute 
this, and he does not weaken his message.  Instead, he presents a sacrificial perspective that 
again refutes the erring human logic that often dominates discussions on the subject. 
 
These ideas can also be applied to many other situations.  God never attempts (even in the Old 
Testament) to give exhaustive instructions for everything we may encounter.  Such an approach 
would be alien to his nature, yet it is what the flesh often desires.  God's true standards are 
extremely challenging, and for this reason he is always ready to extend grace.  But we would do 
well to stop excusing our frequent acts of selfishness by pretending that they can be justified with 
Scripture.  Instead, we ought simply to admit our sin and weakness, and then accept God's grace. 
 
So another meeting between Jesus and a group of children is not merely a random incident 
(19:13-15).  These children show us how God wants us to seek him, and thus Jesus does not want 
them turned away.  The kingdom of heaven truly does belong to such as them, the humble and 
innocent, and not to those who are strong and intelligent in the world's eyes (or in their own). 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why would the issue of divorce have been of interest 
to the Pharisees?  What perspectives might they have had?  What are the main points of 
Jesus' response?  How do these principles apply also to other matters?  (Give examples). 

 
S acrificing  World ly  Wealth (Matthew 19 :16-3 0) 
 
Many believers are familiar with the account of 'the rich young man', and it often makes us 
uncomfortable.  While Jesus doesn't call all believers to make the same sacrifice that he asks this 
man to make, he does want us all to be willing to give up earthly possessions if God asks us to do 
so.  We must also understand that even sacrifice does not and cannot earn us salvation. 
 
This man comes to Jesus and immediately reveals what matters to him, asking Jesus 'what good 
thing must I do to get eternal life?' (19:16-22).  It is of course commendable that he realizes the 
importance of the next life over this one, and yet he harbors grave misconceptions. 
 
Only God is truly good, and no mere human can earn his or her way to heaven.  Jesus at first 
questions the man according to the man's own perspective, and finds that the man claims to have 
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obeyed all of the commandments.  All is well until Jesus tells him that, before he can follow 
Jesus, he should sell his possessions and give the proceeds to the poor.  This proves too much to 
ask, and the man walks away in sadness. 
 
There is no implication that this identical command is universal, yet there are lessons in it for us 
all.  First, remember how the conversation started, for Jesus is dealing with the man's desire to 
earn salvation as much as he is dealing with the man's materialism.  Next, note the difference 
between the man's emphasis on obeying commands, compared with Jesus' sacrificial emphasis. 
 
Finally, of course, what Jesus ultimately reveals about this man is that his wealth is still more 
important to him than anything else is.  This alone would make it impossible for him ever to earn 
salvation, no matter what 'good things' he has done.  Furthermore, his attachment to his wealth 
would make it impossible for him ever to follow Jesus with all his heart.  Jesus can only hope 
that some day this man will come to a greater realization of what matters the most. 
 
The willingness to sacrifice for something greater is a challenging, yet basic, test of what we 
truly believe in our hearts (19:23-30).  Jesus states that a camel can go through a needle's eye 
more easily than a rich man can enter the kingdom of God*, for he is well aware of the 
entangling power that wealth has over us.  His astonished disciples, in wondering anyone can be 
saved if this is true, unknowingly stumble across a great spiritual truth. 
 

* Commentaries occasionally still repeat an old error to the effect that Jesus is referring to the necessity at 
some of the city gates for a camel to be unloaded of its cargo (or wealth) in order to enter.  This was in fact 
an allegory devised by commentators in the 4th or 5th century AD, and later misunderstood as an 
interpretation.  Jesus is simply using a deliberate exaggeration to illustrate a spiritually impossible situation. 

 
It truly is impossible for humans to save themselves or to earn a place in heaven.  Our flesh is 
extremely resistant to this truth, yet the Scriptures remind us of it again and again.  None of us is 
spiritually strong enough to resist every one of the world's temptations, nor faithful enough to 
place ourselves completely at God's mercy.  But with God this is all possible*.  God's grace is 
both necessary and sufficient.  This man failed to see this, and this was an even greater problem 
than his love for wealth.  No one can avoid sacrifice by earning enough 'points' in other ways. 
 

* The last part of verse 26 is the state motto of Ohio (the only state to use a direct quote from Scripture). 
 
The disciples had truly left everything to follow him.  Jesus assures them that their sacrifices will 
be abundantly repaid a hundred times over.  This is not a promise that we shall be repaid in 
kind*, with a renewed supply of worldly blessings, but rather a promise that we shall receive 
overwhelming spiritual blessings that will make us forget the worldly things we left behind. 
 

* Likewise, Jesus' statement that the Twelve will sit on thrones and judge the tribes of Israel does not imply 
that they will be the ones literally to pass judgment.  Rather, they will serve as witnesses to God's people 
that faithful believers were more than capable of recognizing the Messiah when he came.  The idea is 
similar to the statement in Hebrews 11:7 that Noah's faith 'condemned the world'. 

 
That these promises do not refer to worldly things is made even clearer by Jesus' caution that 
'many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be first'.  God's kingdom never has 
and never will acknowledge worldly standards of greatness and value.  Many who seem 
irrelevant to the world, and perhaps even to other believers, will one day find themselves the 
recipients of God's most fervent praise.  This in fact leads directly into the following parable. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What possible expectations might this rich man have 
had in coming to Jesus?  What kind of relationship with God does he seem to have?  
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What is the significance of Jesus' response?  In what ways would this apply to us?  What 
promises is Jesus offering to those who have indeed given up everything to follow him? 

 
S acrificing  World ly  E x p ectations (Matthew 20:1-16) 
 
The parable of the workers in the vineyard shows that God's ideas of fairness and reward are not 
the same as ours.  Expecting God to honor the same obligations that the world recognizes will 
lead us astray.  Note also how the various kinds of sacrifices are often interlinked.  In particular, 
we see that in all things we should seek and use spiritual wisdom, not that of the world. 
 
This parable (20:1-15) immediately follows Jesus' statement (in 19:30) that many who are first 
will be last, and many who are last will be first.  It is designed to help us to overturn the worldly 
ideas of reward and expectation that have been instilled in us all at some point. 
 
In the parable, a landowner starts the day by hiring a group of workers, promising them each a 
denarius* to work in his vineyard for the day.  As the day goes on, the landowner hires additional 
workmen, various of whom start to work at several different times of the day.  To these laborers, 
the landowner promises only that he will give them a fair wage at the end of the day. 
 

* This was a small silver coin that then constituted the standard daily wage for an average laborer. 
 
At the end of the day, he gives a full denarius even those who worked only a short time.  Those 
who had worked all day naturally then assumed that they would get a bonus, but it turns out that 
he pays one denarius to everyone, despite the fact that they had done much different amounts of 
work.  To the workers who thought that they deserved more than the others, the manager points 
out that they were given what they were promised, so there is no reason for displeasure.  It is not 
they who have been cheated, but the others who were given an unexpected blessing.  As he says 
to them, "are you envious because I am generous?" 
 
The lesson is, of course, spiritual rather than economic, yet it can also address our ideas about 
financial rewards (20:16).  Jesus repeats that those who seem to be last may in fact be first in 
God's eyes, and those who seem to be first may turn out to be last.  If we wish to understand 
what God does in our lives and in the world around us, we must discard worldly expectations and 
worldly ideas of 'fairness'.  This world will never be 'fair', even by its own standards. 
 
God brings a kind of justice much different than the world's, and in fact far superior.  Only the 
gospel truly eliminates injustices and inequities by making us all equal in God's eyes.  All that 
matters is that we have all sinned, and that we are all justified freely by the blood of Jesus. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Jesus tell this parable?  (In particular, 
connect it with the previous passage.)  What might his listeners have thought of it?  What 
should they and we learn from it?  How does Jesus' own life demonstrate its lessons? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, June 2007 
 
© 2007 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 
LESSONS FROM MATTHEW (Part Two) 

 
Notes For Week Five: G oin g  Up  To J erusalem (Matthew 20 :1 7-21 :1 7) 

 
As Jesus approaches the climax of his earthly ministry, opinions about him continue to multiply, 
and expectations of him continue to increase.  As we see him approach and enter Jerusalem for 
the last time, we can compare the expectations of the crowds with God' s own plans.  Jesus 
himself continues to teach and live by the truth in every situation. 
 
Review of Recent Classes 
 
Jesus calls his followers to develop an understanding of faith and its foundations (Matthew 15:1-
16:12), and to answer for themselves who Jesus is (Matthew 16:13-17:27).  He also continually 
presents important teachings on sin and grace (Matthew 18:1-35). 
 
Sacrificing for the sake of the kingdom of heaven is an inherent aspect of Jesus' call to us 
(Matthew 19:1-20:16).  The need to sacrifice worldly wisdom is illustrated by the Pharisees and 
their question about divorce.  Jesus looked beyond the letter of the law, which was an 
accommodation to hard human hearts, and taught a higher sense of responsibility and 
commitment that can also be applied to other areas of our lives. 
 
The 'rich young man' is a well-known instance of Jesus' call to sacrifice worldly wealth.  The 
man's question, 'what good thing must I do to receive eternal life?', shows that he misunderstands 
the basis of salvation.  Jesus also reveals that the man is reluctant to sacrifice for something 
greater.  The 'lowly' disciples are the ones who were willing to give up everything in this world. 
 
We must also sacrifice worldly expectations of Jesus.  His parable of the workers in the vineyard 
calls us to examine our mind-set.  Just as the workers who put in a whole day received the same 
pay as those who came only for the last hour, God will often allow the last to be first, and will 
ask the first to be last.  False worldly ideas of 'fairness' and 'justice' do not apply with God. 
 
E x p ectations Of The Christ (Matthew 20:17-3 4 ) 
 
By now, it has become abundantly clear that Jesus of Nazareth is an unusual and extraordinary 
person, who might even be the chosen and long-awaited Messiah.  This elicits a wide variety of 
expectations of him, and in these three short passages we can see three different sets of such 
expectations.  Notice that only one of the three types of expectations is really wrong. 
 
Jesus' own expectations of his ministry are, of course, the true expectations that we too should 
have for our Christ (20:17-19).  K nowing all that will soon happen, Jesus makes a special effort 
to take the Twelve aside and explain one more time what will happen to him in Jerusalem*.  He 
will face betrayal and condemnation, and will be killed, but will then be raised to life again. 
 

* See also, for example, Matthew 16:21, and 17:22-23. 
 
Surely Jesus knew that the disciples would barely understand his prediction of the events 
themselves, much less the reasons for them.  As Jesus indicates in John 14:29, his primary 
purpose in telling them in advance is so that they will later remember that he foretold these 
things.  The arrest, trial, and execution of Jesus were not tragic events that happened randomly, 
but instead they were all under the control of God. 
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For even now, the disciples still hold some fleshly expectations of Jesus (20:20-28).  Jesus thus 
must respond to a selfish request from the mother of John and James*, who asks for her sons to 
be placed in the two most prominent and powerful places in Jesus' kingdom.  Truly the three 
members of the Zebedee family did not know what they were asking.  They still did not 
understand the spiritual nature of God's kingdom, and they had no conception of the price that 
Jesus - and most of his followers - would have to pay. 
 

* Mark 10:35-40 depicts the two brothers as themselves asking Jesus for this privilege.  Apparently they 
had this desire in their hearts, and their mother was willing to ask Jesus on their behalf. 

 
Seeing that the attitude of the other disciples is not much better, Jesus emphasizes the nature of 
true spiritual leadership.  The rulers of the Gentiles (and indeed many or most Jewish leaders) 
enjoyed having power and authority simply for their own sake.  We can see the same thing in our 
society, or in almost any society: it is human nature to exploit any measure of power to indulge 
one's self-interest.  We are also conditioned from our earliest days to accept that it is 'necessary' 
to give coercive power to certain humans, even though they are really no better than anyone else.  
Thus many humans come to have a bizarre respect, and even admiration, for authoritarian 
leaders, rather than viewing them with the disgust and disdain that they deserve. 
 
True greatness and true leadership are both found in the Servant*.  Only Jesus truly knew what 
others needed, and was willing to give it to them.  Yet Jesus, who could have claimed any 
privilege or possession he wished, instead made himself the most humble and sacrificial servant 
of all.  We then are called to follow his example, both by our own actions and by our 
expectations of spiritual leaders.  Genuine spiritual leadership involves responsibility, service, 
and sacrifice.  It never involves privilege, glory, or pride. 
 

* Many passages in the book of Isaiah use the concept of the Servant to combine Messianic prophecy with 
a portrayal of the kind of attitudes that God wants in his people.  See, for example, Isaiah 42:1-7, 43:10, 
49:1-7, and 52:13-53:12. 

 
In contrast with the request of James and John and their mother, there are others with more 
humble expectations of Jesus (20:29-34).  As Jesus leaves Jericho to head to Jerusalem, with a 
large crowd following him as usual, he hears a cry for mercy.  Two blind men have become 
aware of Jesus' presence, and they have begun to shout persistently for Jesus to have mercy on 
them.  The crowd, caring only for themselves, try to intimidate the blind men into being quiet, 
but Jesus responds to them and, after questioning them briefly, gives them their sight. 
 
On the one hand, these men are asking for something for themselves, just as James and John had.  
But their request is different in at least two important ways.  The blind men ask for mercy, not 
for something they think they have earned or deserve.  And it is a far different matter to ask only 
for something so essential to living, and that will only help them and will harm or deprive no 
one, rather than asking for privilege and power for oneself.  These are some good points to keep 
in mind whenever we make our own requests to God. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Jesus persistently tell his disciples what 
they should expect in Jerusalem?  Why might James and John and their mother have 
thought that they belonged at Jesus' right and left hands?  What lessons does Jesus want 
them and the others to learn?  How does Jesus himself exemplify the lesson he teaches 
them?  How did the two blind men view Jesus?  How do they differ from the disciples? 

 
Y our K ing  Comes To Y ou (Matthew 21:1-11) 



 3

 
Jesus' final entry into Jerusalem was a time of apparent victory and celebration.  This was the 
moment of Jesus' greatest popularity and favor, but it would not last.  This passage thus brings 
together two main ideas.  Note the current mood of the same crowd that soon will be screaming 
for Jesus' death, and note also the symbolism as Zion's true king comes to his people. 
 
A king riding a donkey would not in itself, perhaps, be an unusual sight, but this was a special 
event (21:1-7).  It is another one of the very few events that are described in all four of the gospel 
accounts (see also Mark 11:1-10, Luke 19:29-38, and John 12:12-15), suggesting that it has a 
particular importance to the gospel message. 
 
Jesus initiates events by giving detailed instructions for the disciples to bring back both a 
(mother) donkey and its colt.  This is part of fulfilling a prophecy from Zechariah 9:9, as Jesus 
rides on the animals, with the cloaks of the disciples serving as makeshift saddle-cloths.  Both 
symbolically and in truth, Jesus is a king coming to establish his reign.  Yet he chooses for his 
mount a donkey, a humble beast of burden, rather than a horse, which can also serve as an 
instrument of war and conquest.  Jesus brings a kingdom of peace and grace. 
 
The euphoric mood of the crowds (21:8-11) will contrast sharply with their attitude only a few 
days hence, yet it does show that they now have some idea of who Jesus is.  They spread their 
cloaks and lay out branches along the roadway, as an improvised carpet for a man whom they do 
recognize as coming in God's name.  The atmosphere is that of a royal visit, yet the trappings are 
humble and informal rather than lavish and expensive.  This king reigns over a kingdom in 
which the most valued treasures are intangible things such as love, peace, and mercy. 
 
The crowds cry out joyfully to Jesus as he passes, addressing him as the Son of David, and 
calling out, 'Hosanna* in the highest', that is, 'all praise'.  Even in reading Matthew's simple 
account, we can feel the mood of the crowds as they anticipate a very special Passover.  Yet little 
did they realize just how special and unusual it would truly be. 
 

* Hosanna was a Hebrew expression that originally (and literally) meant, 'Save us!'  By this time, it had 
come to be used primarily an expression of praise. 
 
Questions for Discussion or Study: What was the point of Jesus' instructions to the 
disciples?  Read the prophecy in Zechariah 9:9 in its context.  What elements of it are 
fulfilled here?  What importance does it have?  How is this scene like a royal visitation?  
In what ways is it different?  What did the crowds know and not know about Jesus? 

 
Jesus Clarifies H is P ersp ective (Matthew 21:12-17) 
 
As Jesus approaches the time for his crucifixion, he makes full use of every opportunity to 
clarify and emphasize his priorities and his perspective.  He has not come to bring Israel earthly 
privileges and glory, but rather spiritual purification and insight.  Likewise, he did not come to 
cater to leaders and rulers, but to help and be with children, the weak, and the sick. 
 
In cleansing the temple of its many merchants (21:12-13), Jesus made an emphatic statement, 
both about his authority and also about his perspective on worship.  The numerous 
moneychangers and animal salesmen that cluttered up the temple area are not simply an example 
of capitalism gone bad.  They are an example of how apparently good, or at least practical, 
intentions can often combine with human nature to produce a spiritually bad outcome. 
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Sacrificial animals originally came to be sold in the temple courts* for the expediency of those 
who came to offer a sacrifice and who did not wish to bring the appropriate sacrificial animal 
with them.  In turn, the moneychangers allowed would-be worshipers to bring whatever money 
they had to the temple, and there make appropriate change to obtain the specific coins for the 
temple tax (see Matthew 17:24), or to obtain money that might be appropriate for purchasing 
sacrificial animals or to use in other worship actions**. 
 

* This commerce, and the incident in this passage, took place in the 'Court of the Gentiles', which 
surrounded the temple area proper (only Jews were allowed to go into the temple area proper). 
 
** In particular, Roman money may sometimes have been considered to be unacceptable for buying 
sacrificial animals. 

 
All of this sounds very 'practical', and indeed a great many religious fellowships do things that 
conceptually are not much different.  But Jesus saw things differently.  The temple, and indeed 
any location where believers assemble to worship, should be a house of prayer, a place of respite 
from worldly activities and worldly behavior.  This is not a matter of legality, but of spiritual 
perspective.  Jesus does not claim that the merchants have broken a law, but that they have 
violated the purpose of a place of worship, turning it into what he calls a 'den of robbers'. 
 
For all that they offered a 'practical' service, over time the merchants had become motivated 
primarily by profit.  Then too, their 'service' relieved others of the need to prepare themselves at 
home before going to the temple.  But this is something that God values* - again, not as a matter 
of legality but as a matter of devotion.  The combination of the inappropriate economic activity 
and the overly casual attitudes towards worship made a bad impression on Jesus.  Yet they would 
fit right into the way that many bodies conduct 'worship' today. 
 

* Except for those who were too poor to possess enough, under Old Testament law sacrifices were 
supposed to consist of animals or other possessions already owned, not those acquired for the occasion. 

 
This and Jesus' other activities evoked a combination of indignation and praise (21:14-17).  The 
religious leaders were the indignant ones, for they authorized the temple activities and often 
shared in the profits.  Their attitude thus combined self-interest and self-importance.  But Jesus 
spends his time healing the sick, blessing children, and curing the afflicted.  From the lips of 
children and those considered lowly by the world comes praise to Jesus, and to his Father who 
sent him into the world.  May it ever be so. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What kind of atmosphere was there in the temple 
courts?  What points did Jesus want to make by his actions?  What similar things might 
he reprove us for today?  How can we avoid falling into the attitudes that he opposes?  
Why were the religious leaders continually displeased with Jesus?  Why does Jesus 
continue to spend so much time with those who can never repay him in earthly terms? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, July 2007 
 
© 2007 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 
LESSONS FROM MATTHEW (Part Two) 

 
Notes For Week Si x : The K i ng  &  The K i ng d om  (Matthew 21:18 -22:14 ) 

 
Jesus knows that there are only a few more days of ministry before he will be crucified, and he 
thus uses every moment to teach and exhort both the crowds and the disciples.  Many who come 
to see him expect him to become their king, but they little understand the kind of king that he 
really is.  And they have an even more erroneous conception of what his kingdom involves. 
 
Review of Recent Classes 
 
In the second half of Matthew, Jesus calls his followers to come to a realization of who he is.  He 
does this through various means, such as teachings on sin and grace (18:1-35) and examples of 
the need to sacrifice for the kingdom of heaven (19 :1-20:16). 
 
It is now time for Jesus to go up to Jerusalem (20:17-21:17).  Along the way, he encounters 
many kinds of expectations.  He himself presents the true expectations of the Messiah, which 
center on his death and resurrection.  The disciples still had some fleshly expectations, while 
some in greater need simply pleaded humbly for Jesus to have mercy upon them. 
 
Jesus entered Jerusalem as a king coming to his people, yet the physical trappings were humble 
and improvised.  His arrival fulfills the prophecy in Z echariah 9 :9 , while the crowd's jubilant 
mood contrasts with their choice later to call for Jesus' crucifixion.  Jesus clarifies his own 
perspective, deliberately confronting the unspiritual atmosphere at the temple.  He is the target of 
indignation on the part of both religious and secular leaders, but his continued compassion for 
the sick, poor, and weak evoke praise from those who appreciated what he was doing. 
 
The K ing ' s Authority  (Matthew 21:18-27) 
 
The nature of Jesus' authority is quite different from the kind of authority claimed by human 
kings.  Jesus' authority comes from a much higher source, so he neither needs nor desires human 
credentials to validate it.  The disciples, seeing all he does, acknowledge his divine authority.  By 
contrast, the religious leaders insist that he display human credentials similar to their own. 
 
Jesus' 'curse' on a fig tree (21:18-22) may seem confusing at first.  The event is straightforward in 
itself, as Jesus seeks fruit from the tree, finds none, and calls for it never again to produce fruit.  
The tree then withers, as yet another instance of Jesus' divine power.  There is a dual lesson here, 
which Matthew emphasizes by abbreviating his account, compared with Mark's version*. 
 

* Mark 11:12-14 and 11:20-24 add two relevant details: that the withering was actually seen the next time 
that the group passed by the tree, and that fig trees would not have been expected to have (ripe) fruit at this 
time of year.  (They could have had unripe, early figs at this time, but they were undesirable for food.) 

 
There is a spiritual parallel and a practical exhortation involved in Jesus' otherwise strange 
behavior here.  The image of a tree without fruit, possibly familiar to Jesus' followers from 
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Micah 7:1, certainly makes a point about Jesus' expectations for his disciples.  This tree is, in a 
sense, 'innocent' in this matter, but the point Jesus is making is not meant to be taken so literally. 
 
Jesus makes an observation about faith and prayer, connected not only with this incident but also 
with Jesus' general ability to command the forces of nature.  Jesus parallels his ability to give 
direct instructions to storms, trees, and the like, with the potential of prayer for those who have 
genuine faith*.  He thus exhorts his followers to develop faith and understanding in their prayers. 
 

* This, like similar statements elsewhere in the New Testament, should be interpreted in context. Jesus is 
not teaching his disciples to ask for all kinds of extravagant things in prayer, bur rather to deepen their faith 
in order to make their prayers (and other acts of faith or worship) more fulfilling and fruitful. 

 
L ater, a group of religious leaders comes and asks him to prove his authority for engaging in 
teaching and other actions, such as the previous day's disruption in the temple courts (21:23-27).  
To their way of thinking, they were within their rights to demand that Jesus show his credentials, 
to show that he had sufficient human standing to take this kind of responsibility upon himself. 
 
Jesus could simply answer in straightforward fashion, but he chooses to answer the question with 
one of his own, to make a broader point about the nature of true authority.  It is a fair question, 
merely asking whether John the Baptist's ministry had divine origins or human.  But unwilling to 
admit that John had divine authority, and unwilling to alienate the crowds (who admired John as 
a prophet), these eminent religious 'leaders' can only plead ignorance. 
 
This is a revealing non-answer, and in a sense they have also answered their own original 
question.  Jesus is not playing debating tricks*, but rather has exposed a deep misunderstanding 
in the minds of his interrogators.  Their view of authority is inherently flawed and fleshly.  Thus 
they stood ready to oppose any display of divine authority Jesus may have given them. 
 

* The method of answering a question with another question (if relevant) was also an accepted aspect of the 
ways that the Jewish rabbis of the time debated with one another. 

 
To understand and accept the true authority that comes from God, it is essential first to realize 
the inadequacy of human authority of every kind.  In Christ we are at times be obliged to accept 
the effects of human authorities, but this is merely a sacrifice for the good of the gospel.  
Regardless of their worldly status as perceived experts or as holders of earthly power, human 
beings never deserve the measure of trust and confidence that is rightly God's. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why did Jesus harm the 'innocent' fig tree? How is 
this situation a parallel to prayer?  What reasons did the religious leaders have for 
questioning Jesus' authority?  What might have happened if he had answered in 
straightforward fashion?  Does he actually answer their original question? 

 
Resp ond ing  To The K ing ' s Authority  (Matthew 21:28-4 6) 
 
Jesus had always known that he would encounter frequent disobedience and resistance to his 
authority.  He also knew that even many believers would struggle to heed his teachings and to 
live as he called them to do.  In these two parables, Jesus examines some of the things that might 
go on inside our hearts whenever we are made aware of the teachings and commands of God. 
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The parable of a father and his two sons (21:28-32) can be applied to our relationships with one 
another, though it is intended primarily to apply to our response to God.  With work to be done 
in the family vineyard, the father asks each of his two sons to go to the vineyard to help.  Their 
contrasting responses are illustrative of ways that we commonly respond to God's requests of us. 
 
The first son's immediate reaction is rebellious, though it is at least honest.  He refuses point-
blank to do any work, yet after thinking it over, he realizes that he really ought to help out.  So, 
despite his initial refusal, he goes and works after all.  His brother, on the other hand, eagerly 
agrees to go and work in the vineyard.  But he has no genuine intention of so doing, and wants 
only to leave the surface impression of his obedience, while in actuality he proceeds to goof off. 
 
In this literal situation, we are not told whether the father finds out what his sons have actually 
done, but Jesus' Father cannot be fooled.  Yet many Christians are, like the second son, much 
better at appearing faithful and loyal than they are at actually doing the difficult things God asks 
of them.  It is far better to be like the first son, for God is interested in reality, not appearance. 
 
Jesus also applies the parable on a broader level, to our lives as a whole, rather than only to one 
specific command.  Many of those considered sinful by the world are in reality simply weak.  
Their sins may be obvious and even disgusting, but they may still have a sincere desire to know 
God.  By contrast, there are many persons who are experts at talking and acting outwardly as if 
they are 'spiritual', yet who inside feel a sinful pride over their 'righteousness', and who prove 
obstinate when confronted with a difficult request from God. 
 
Jesus' next parable, concerning a landowner and a group of tenant farmers (21:33-46), examines 
another side of our response to God's authority.  The owner prepares the vineyard and then rents 
it* to the farmers, with the understanding that he will receive a portion of the produce in return 
for their use of it.  This situation parallels** God's arrangement with his people, especially the 
people of Israel, in giving them special blessings while looking for 'good fruit' in return.  The 
image of a vineyard in such a context would have been familiar to many of those listening from 
passages such as Isaiah 5:1-7. 
 

* A common type of agreement both then and now.  Such arrangements can become exploitative, but 
ancient Jewish law, when followed, generally prevented this.  It is implicit in Jesus' description that the 
vineyard owner has made a fair arrangement, only to see the tenants try illegally to back out of it. 
 
** L ike other parables, this is not an allegory.  That is, we are not meant to find one exact correspondence 
for each detail.  Some commentators try to do this, but this leads only to speculation. 

 
But when the harvest came*, the tenants decide not to abide by their agreement.  They insult, 
attack, and sometimes kill the various servants that the owner sends to collect his share of the 
fruit.  Even when the owner sends his son and heir, they kill him, thinking erroneously that they 
will now have the vineyard to themselves.  But the heir is the true capstone, a parallel to Jesus, as 
expressed by Psalm 118:22-23. 
 

* If this was a newly created vineyard, it could have taken up to four years for the first worthwhile crop. 
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Ancient Israel had an unfortunate tendency to reject true prophets and to accept false ones, for it 
was usually the false prophets who told them what they wanted to hear.  This eventually led them 
to reject Jesus himself.  This meaning was so clear to the religious leaders that this parable 
provoked them to renew their efforts to get rid of him.  Yet we must not consider ourselves 
superior to them.  We too have the tendency to seek out those who will tell us what we want to 
hear, not what we need to hear.  We too must be appreciative of how God has freely blessed us, 
so that we will honor and love the heir, rather than trying to seize his kingdom for ourselves. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How might we respond to God as the two brothers 
did?  Why does Jesus compare this to the contrast between some 'sinners' and the 
religious leaders?  How is the vineyard a suitable symbol of God's kingdom?  What leads 
the tenants to commit brutal acts?  How might we fall into similar mistakes?  What 
parallels did Jesus' original hearers see?  What parallels are there for us? 

 
I nvited  To The K ing d om (Matthew 22:1-14 ) 
 
This parable brings out some of the most important implications of Jesus' invitation for us to join 
him in his kingdom.  In the main part of the parable, the bizarre reluctance of the invitees 
contrasts sharply with the king's open-handed generosity.  The climax of the parable then 
illustrates the necessity of accepting the king's grace on the king's terms. 
 
In the parable, a king sends out invitations to his son's wedding banquet (22:1-10).  The king 
offers generous hospitality free of charge, asking only that the guests honor his son by attending.  
They have done nothing to earn the free feast, and it costs nothing to attend.  But when the king 
sends his servants out with the news of the king's generosity, the response is most disappointing. 
 
The first responses consist of weak excuses for not attending, as if the king were asking them to 
do something tedious, instead of giving them a blessing.  Worse, other invitees respond violently, 
in some cases even killing the servants who joyfully invite them.  The parallel with God's offer 
of salvation is clear, for it is an unfortunate human tendency not to appreciate the things we need 
the most, and sometimes not to appreciate those who try to bring us what we most truly need. 
 
The king's anger is understandable.  He drastically punishes those who had harmed his servants, 
but he does not stop there.  His nature is to be a giver, and he does not wish to see his banquet go 
to waste.  He thus instructs his servants to go to into the streets and invite everyone they see, 
without discriminating as to their appearance or anything else.  And so, just as the king opened 
up his banquet hall to all comers, so also does God give access to his kingdom to everyone.  
After giving Israel the first chance, the first invitation, he then opened the gates to the Gentiles, 
whether considered 'clean' or not, whether 'good' or 'sinful' in the world's eyes. 
 
There is one jarring note in the ensuing banquet, for one man has come without dressing 
appropriately* (22:11-14), and he is quickly and roughly ejected from the feast.  His lack of a 
wedding garment* has been paralleled by various commentators to a lack of faith, a failure to 
repent, an unwillingness to be baptized, and other such things.  While there may be some truth in 
certain of these, the main point is broader and more comprehensive.  God's grace is conditional, 
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and there is nothing about grace that precludes it from being conditional.  We ought not to decide 
for God how he should do things, but rather should strive to understand and observe his ways. 
 

* A 'wedding garment' is not some specialized piece of clothing.  Attire at wedding functions (then as now) 
was expected to be suitable and respectful.  Clean clothes were mandatory, and white (or at least light) 
clothes were highly preferred.  Those who did not pay heed to at least the first criterion were not welcome.  
Clothes that met these criteria were, for the occasion, generically referred to as wedding garments. 

 
For a blessing to be by grace, it must be underserved, unearned.  In the parable, participation in 
the feast is entirely by grace, but it is not unconditional.  Indeed, "many are invited (into God's 
kingdom), but few are chosen (actually accepted)" - not because we must prove worthy, but 
rather because many persons simply refuse to meet God's conditions.  When we meet his 
conditions, we still do not earn anything, and we are welcomed into his kingdom by grace alone. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why did so many of the king's intended guests react 
so sinfully?  What parallel is there to the king's response to this?  Why is the one man 
rejected from the feast?  What aspects of God's character are illustrated by this parable? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, July 2007 
 
© 2007 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 
LESSONS FROM MATTHEW (Part Two) 

 
Notes For Week Seven : Four Q uestion s,  Three An swers (Matthew 22:1 5-4 6) 

 
As events build towards the climax of the crucifixion, those seeking Jesus'  death become 
increasingly persistent in their efforts to discredit or incriminate Jesus.  In this series of 
questions and answers, Jesus takes the trick questions of his opponents and uses them to express 
important truths of the faith.  Then he asks them a question that they are unable to answer. 
 
Review of Recent Classes 
 
The second half of the book of Matthew, in which Jesus increasingly calls his followers to decide 
who he is and respond accordingly, begins to draw to a close as Jesus goes up to Jerusalem 
(20:17-21:17).  Jesus does so as a king claiming his kingdom, but both king and kingdom are of a 
much different nature than are the rulers and realms of this world (21:18-22:14). 
 
Jesus again demonstrates a king's authority with his command to the fig tree.  Asked by religious 
leaders to show authority for his actions, Jesus exposes their fleshly ideas of authority.  He then 
tells two parables about responding to the king's authority. The parable of the two sons highlights 
God's awareness of our hearts and his desire for us to act truthfully.  The parable of the vineyard 
owner and his tenants illustrates the human tendency to seize power and control when they have 
no right to do so.  The parable is also an implicit call to accept Jesus as the Christ, the Messiah. 
 
The parable of the king's wedding banquet parallels Jesus' invitation to the kingdom of heaven.  
The initial invitations are rudely rejected, just as so many persons, even among God's own 
people, rejected Jesus as the chosen Messiah.  The generous king thus invites any and all comers, 
but one man who dressed inappropriately is ejected.  For we receive God's salvation by grace, 
but we must respond from the heart, not taking his blessings lightly. 
 
Caesar &  Christ (Matthew 22:15-22) 
 
In an attempt to cause trouble for Jesus, the Pharisees ask him a question about one of the day's 
controversial issues. Jesus not only expertly parries their question, but also makes a simple yet 
profound observation on the way that believers should respond to the demands of this world's 
rulers.  Even today there is much that we can learn from Jesus' wise response. 
 
Some unlikely allies temporarily gang up here to lay a trap for Jesus (22:15-17).  The Pharisees 
and the Herodians* both desire to harm Jesus, but they were on opposite sides of the very 
question that they ask.  The Pharisees were devoted to being separate** from Gentile peoples 
and rulers, while the Herodians were, by their allegiance to Herod, implicitly loyal to Rome. 
 

* The Herodians were a small group of close associates or supporters of the Herod family.  Few of their 
specific beliefs are known, and they seem to have been motivated by personal loyalty and self-interest 
rather than by any theological or philosophical beliefs.  They were not generally influential in daily life. 
 
** The name Pharisee comes, in fact, directly from the Hebrew word for 'separate'.  Like the Sadducees, the 
Pharisees developed as a faction during the inter-testamental period.  The Pharisees and Sadducees 
originally represented two basic, contrasting perspectives on living under pagan rule: the Pharisees 
considered it crucial to retain a separate religious and national identity, while the Sadducees accepted 
foreign rulers and strove to become friendly with them, in order to obtain position and favor from them. 
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Beginning with some very obvious flattery, the questioners ask Jesus whether it is appropriate 
for Jews to pay taxes to Caesar, that is, to the Romans.  This was a divisive question at the time, 
and in some respects it parallels today's disputes about church and state, the moral implications 
of ways that government money is spent, and so forth.  The questioners hoped to put Jesus in a 
dilemma, just as he had done to them with his question about John (21:23-27).  If Jesus publicly 
opposes paying taxes, then the Romans would be likely to arrest him.  If he publicly supports 
paying taxes to the Romans, then many of his supporters would become angry with him. 
 
Jesus responds wisely, even brilliantly, and he shows how shallow their viewpoint is (22:18-22).  
He first does not hesitate to expose their hypocrisy, and unlike them, he is not afraid to make a 
public statement of the truth.  He shows further insight by having them obtain a Roman coin, and 
pointing out that it contains the portrait and inscription of Caesar, that is, the current emperor*. 
 

* The emperor at the time was Tiberius Caesar, whose reign (AD 14-37) was then nearing its end.  Tiberius 
had by then become a bitter, paranoid autocrat.  Awareness of the emperor's paranoid character would later 
influence the interactions between Pontius Pilate and the Jewish religious leaders. 

 
Jesus' call to, "give to Caesar what is Caesar's, and to God what is God's," answers much more 
than the immediate question.  The world's 'Caesars' will always be demanding things from us in 
order to glorify and enrich themselves.  Faithful Christians who perceive the ungodly nature of 
worldly governments often react in a wide variety of ways, ranging from complete rejection of 
their government to desperate attempts to persuade their government to adopt 'Christian' policies. 
 
Jesus simplifies all this.  Money is created and issued by human governments, and it has no 
intrinsic or spiritual value.  Thus, if the government that printed it or minted it wants it back, we 
are truly only giving to Caesar what belongs to him.  This type of submission to worldly rulers 
contains no significant spiritual implications.  To 'Caesar' belong most of the things that worldly 
persons value, and we should always stand ready to give up these things when needed, in order 
to concentrate our efforts on more important things. 
 
But we should always give to God what is rightfully God's.  Our loyalties, our faith, our hope, 
our zeal, and the like, should always be given to God, not to the world.  Worldly rulers want 
these things from us, because giving them these things grants them far more power than mere 
money ever can.  But God alone deserves these things from us, for God alone gives us life and 
liberty.  Putting our faith and hope in the world enslaves us, but putting them in God sets us free. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What common interest did the Pharisees and 
Herodians share?  What examples might we see today of such unlikely worldly allies?  
Why does Jesus ask them physically to give him a Roman coin?  What does it mean to 
'give to Caesar what is Caesar's'?  What does it mean to 'give to God what is God's'? 

 
The E ternal P ersp ective (Matthew 22:23 -3 3 ) 
 
The Sadducees had their own methods by which they hoped to trick Jesus into embarrassing or 
discrediting himself.  Their question about marriage was based on their own characteristic 
beliefs, and it was designed to trick others into accepting their views.  But once again Jesus gives 
a perfect answer to their question, and at the same time also makes a more important point. 
 
The Sadducees ask Jesus a question that was a favorite of theirs (22:23-28).  In their minds, it 
revealed the illogical nature of any future life after death (or, a they refer to it, a resurrection), 
and they brought up the same example frequently, just as today's atheists often use the same tired 
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questions and analogies to try to disprove God's existence.  The Sadducees held largely skeptical 
and materialistic views, denying any kind of life after death, denying the existence of angels, and 
denying the inspired nature of most of the Jewish Scriptures* (our Old Testament). 
 

* By this period, the Sadducees accepted as canonical or inspired only the first five books of Scripture. 
 
Their question involves a hypothetical case of a woman who has multiple husbands.  Their 
favorite version of it involved specifically a woman who marries seven brothers in succession as 
a result of the levirate practice of marrying a brother's childless widow*, but in actuality much 
simpler forms of the question could be used to make the same point.  Although silly in itself, 
their question raises broader questions that are worth dealing with, and which Jesus addresses.  
But their assumption that there is no afterlife is false, and Jesus deals with this also. 
 

* In the question as asked by the Sadducees, the widow is made childless even in her last marriage, 
presumably to avoid any question of a child-producing marriage getting 'precedence' in heaven. 

 
The error of the Sadducees, in thinking that their question refuted the existence of an afterlife 
(22:29-33), comes from using human logic and assumptions instead of God's Word, and in 
pursuing human agendas instead of pursuing God's will.  There is no good reason at all to 
assume that social or physical conditions in heaven will resemble those on earth.  Indeed, Jesus 
says that those who are raised will become 'like the angels in heaven'.  This and other passages 
such as 1 Corinthians 15:35-44 tell us that our eternal nature will be much different from the 
bodies we inhabit in this world. 
 
How truly does Jesus also remind us that God is the God of the living.  We were created for 
eternal life, with this world only a temporary residence.  So the things that matter in this world, 
either for good or for bad, will often cease to matter in eternity. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What were the Sadducees trying to accomplish with 
this question?  Why did they make the question so complicated?  How do the Pharisees 
and Sadducees of Jesus' era reflect their origins (see notes on 22:15-17)?  What is the 
answer to the Sadducees' question?  Why couldn't they get the correct answer?  What 
does it mean that God is the God of the living, not of the dead? 

 
The L ast Q uestions (Matthew 22:3 4 -4 5) 
 
The verbal exchange in these verses will mark the end of the efforts to discredit Jesus by tripping 
him up with trick questions.  In answering the Pharisees' final question, and then in posing a 
question of his own that they cannot answer, Jesus demonstrates once and for all that his wisdom 
is far greater than that of his opponents, and that his perspective is much different from theirs. 
 
The question that Jesus is now asked, that of which is the 'greatest' commandment in the Law, 
reflects much about human nature (22:34-40).  This is the Pharisees' last try to catch Jesus saying 
something inappropriate, and so they ask a question that they themselves debated.  Our human 
nature has a persistent tendency to equate Christianity with rules, behavior, and the pursuit of 
ethical and moral perfection.  K nowing that we cannot keep all the laws perfectly, we want to 
know which ones are most crucial, so that we can at least try to follow those. 
 
Instead of placing the various laws in some kind of priority order, Jesus emphasizes, as the 
greatest 'commandment', that which is also the most difficult: to love God.  Deuteronomy 6:5, 
from which Jesus quotes here, has a context that connects with Jesus' use of it.  Centuries before, 
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Moses had told the people to honor and follow God's commands because of their love for God.  
Yet, in every era, humans have a tendency to reverse the two. 
 
Jesus even provides a bonus for the Pharisees, by naming a second greatest commandment.  This 
time Jesus quotes from Leviticus 19:18, "love your neighbor as yourself".  Just as genuine love 
for God will give us the right motivation to hear and heed what he tells us, so also genuine love 
for others will make it unnecessary for us to be given lists of laws regarding what we may or 
may not do to them.  So much about our relationship with God becomes clearer if we learn to put 
love and law in their proper places. 
 
Having experienced little difficulty in handling the toughest questions that his antagonists can 
think up, Jesus now asks a question of his own (22:41-46).  He turns to the Pharisees and asks 
them whose son the Christ might be.  Their answer is true as far as it goes, for 'Son of David' had 
long been understood to be one of the Christ's roles or titles*.  But Jesus quotes from Scripture to 
show them that they have never grasped the sense in which this is and is not true. 
 

* Jesus was often addressed by this title, and those who addressed him in this way were implicitly 
acknowledging him to be the Messiah.  See, for example, Matthew 9:27, 12:23, 15:22, and 20:30-31. 

 
Jesus is David's physical descendant or 'Son', and in fact much earlier in his account Matthew 
took pains to demonstrate this.  But to perceive the Christ as a second David, a glorious ruler 
who will lead the nation to victory and prosperity, was a grave error.  Jesus' physical descent 
from David is important, but it is only one of many important aspects of who Jesus is. 
 
The quote from Psalm 110 is more than a mere semantic trick.  In this Psalm, known already to 
the ancient Jews as being Messianic, David hears the Lord God speaking to his (David's) Lord*, 
the Messiah.  David clearly addresses the coming Messiah, his 'Son', as Lord.  David himself 
thus demonstrates an awareness that the Christ will be far superior to himself. 
 

* In the original Hebrew, the two words for 'Lord' are different terms. 
 
This is not really a complicated point, but the Pharisees are so imprisoned by their own law-
oriented mentality that they cannot grasp what Jesus is teaching.  As a result, they permanently 
abandon any further attempts to trip up Jesus in his words. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What answers to the 'greatest commandment' question 
might the Pharisees have anticipated?  What might they have thought about Jesus' 
answer?  In what ways should we learn from Jesus' answer?  Why does Jesus then ask a 
question of his own?  What was his point in quoting from Psalm 110?  What does this tell 
us about Jesus the Messiah? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, July 2007 
 
© 2007 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 
LESSONS FROM MATTHEW (Part Two) 

 
Notes For Week Eig ht: The Christ Con fron ts Hyp ocrisy (Matthew 23 ) 

 
Many of Jesus'  teachings are founded on God' s desire for us to worship him from the heart, not 
merely with outward actions.  In this lengthy discourse, Jesus confronts the P harisees and the 
teachers of the law, openly exposing their ingrained hypocrisy.  D espite the harshness of Jesus'  
words, we can also learn some positive lessons about what God truly does want from us. 
 
Review of Recent Classes 
 
The climactic phase of Jesus' life and ministry begins with him going up to Jerusalem (20:17-
21:17).  His kingship and his kingdom are quite real, and yet they differ considerably from 
earthly kings and kingdoms (21:18-22:14). 
 
In an exchange of questions and answers with religious leaders (22:15-45), Jesus answers three 
'trick' questions, and then poses a fourth question, which they cannot answer.  His wisdom and 
perspective are much greater than theirs, as he shows in answering the question about paying 
taxes.  He avoids their trap and emphasizes that the Christ's interests are inherently different 
from Caesar's.  Jesus calls us to give Caesar those things that belong to him, such as money, but 
to give to God the more important things, such as our faith and devotion, that are rightfully his.   
 
He follows this with a lesson on the eternal perspective.  The Sadducees, with their skeptical 
views, asked an 'unanswerable' question about the heavenly implications of earthly marriage.  
But Jesus exposes the error of emphasizing earthly concerns that are inapplicable when the dead 
are raised.  The last two questions convince the Pharisees and Sadducees alike to abandon the 
strategy of trying to trip him up.  The question about the 'greatest' commandment was a common 
means of starting a debate, but Jesus again parries it perfectly.  Those who strive above all to 
love God and to love their neighbors will find themselves fulfilling the other laws without 
needing a list of specific commands.  Jesus' own question, regarding what it meant for the Christ 
to be the Son of David, exposed the deep lack of spiritual insight in those who opposed him. 
 
H y p ocrisy  &  P rid e (Matthew 23 :1-12) 
 
Pride and hypocrisy are often linked, since the two often feed off of each other.  Those who take 
pride in outward appearances often become hypocritical as they strive for the things they desire.  
Likewise, those who are not honest with themselves rarely develop humility.  Jesus exposes 
many aspects of pride and hypocrisy in the practices of the Pharisees and teachers of the law. 
 
Jesus first of all wants his listeners to understand that the Pharisees and teachers of the law* do 
not 'practice what they preach' (23:1-4).  This familiar expression indicates that these persons 
have developed the ability to say many of the 'right' things, but that their lives do not reflect any 
kind of genuine spiritual understanding.  They are as selfish and short-sighted as any pagan. 
 

* The teachers of the law are also called scribes, lawyers, doctors of the law, or rabbis.  Their responsibility 
was to ensure that Jewish Law was faithfully transcribed and passed along from generation to generation, 
and then to explain it for others.  Many held secular jobs, so that they did not need to be paid for their 
religious responsibilities.  Amongst themselves, the teachers of the law held various views, and as a group 
the one thing they had in common was a possessive attitude towards their perceived authority. 
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Worse, the Pharisees and teachers of the law are creating spiritual burdens for others.  Their 
arrogant assumption of full religious authority, combined with their many dubious interpretations 
and applications of the Law, made the average Jew of the era very uncertain and anxious about 
seeking God.  They presented a ritualistic and negative approach to God, and did little or nothing 
to help others to understand God's nature or to know him in any personal way. 
 
These flaws are compounded by their love of appearance, position, and title (23:5-12).  Indeed, 
this was the prime motivation for many of them to seek spiritual 'leadership'.  Even in the way 
they dress, they show off how 'spiritual' they are.  Jesus cites two examples, one human 
innovation (phylacteries) and one Scriptural practice that the religious leaders abused (tassels). 
 
Phylacteries were small leather cases or pouches that contained four written passages* from the 
Law.  In a non-Scriptural practice that originated in the second century BC, Jewish males were 
expected to strap one of these objects to their foreheads, and another to their left arms, during the 
time of regular morning prayer.  The Pharisees and teachers of the law further exaggerated this 
practice by making theirs particularly noticeable**.  They also liked to draw attention to the 
enlarged tassels or fringes*** on their garments, keeping the letter of the law (see Numbers 
15:37-39 and Deuteronomy 22:12) but turning it into a prideful indulgence. 
 

* Exodus 13:1-10, Exodus 13:11-16, Deuteronomy 6:4-9, and Deuteronomy 11:3-21. 
 
** The phrase could mean either that they made the straps particularly noticeable, or that they wore them 
after prayer time was over.  With regular usage, only a man's own family would see him wearing them. 
 
*** The basic practice was in keeping with the Law of Moses.  Jesus himself observed it, as indicated by 
Matthew 9:20 (the word translated 'edge' or 'hem' is the same word used here, meaning fringe or tassels). 

 
These phonies also loved to get the best places to sit in the synagogues and at banquets, parading 
their status as much as possible.  Their enjoyment of being greeted in the marketplace has 
nothing to do with relationships, but rather with their pride of position.  They insisted upon (and 
reveled in) being addressed by titles and honorifics such as Master or Father or Rabbi*.  This 
particular disorder afflicts even believers, and it does so in every era.  Fleshly human nature is 
fascinated by rank, titles, and 'offices', but Jesus rejects them. 
 

* 'Rabbi' literally means 'my great one'.  Over time, it came simply to mean 'teacher'. 
 
Jesus is not creating a mere 'rule' against these.  Rather, he is instituting a sense of responsibility 
and equality that goes well beyond what any rule could do.  We have only one true Father and 
only one true Teacher.  A true awareness of this prevents us from ever exalting any human leader 
to a status deserving of special titles.  Nor is Jesus prohibiting only the specific titles that he 
mentions here.  Neither position, birth, education, authority, nor anything else makes any human 
better or more important than any other.  Those who exalt themselves in this world will one day 
be greatly humbled by God, while those who humble themselves now can someday enjoy being 
exalted in a sense far more rewarding than this world's titles and positions can offer, 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Jesus confront these sins so much more 
sharply than he confronted others?  Is it important to 'practice what we preach'?  What 
practices now might Jesus compare to these persons' abuse of 'spiritual' forms of dress?  
Why does Jesus criticize the use of honorary titles?  How should we apply this? 

 
D istorted  V alues (Matthew 23 :13 -24 ) 
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The teachers of the law and the Pharisees hated and feared Jesus largely because their system of 
values was so distorted and ungodly.  In these verses, Jesus shows several ways in which they 
had things backwards.  In so doing, Jesus also warns us of the ways that we can emphasize the 
wrong things.  Yet we can also be encouraged by his emphasis on what really matters to God. 
 
These religious leaders led many others astray (23:13-15), for they emphasize fleshly religion so 
strongly that they effectively shut the door of the true kingdom of heaven, making it impossible 
for anyone steeped in their ways to see the living God.  This was in spite of their evangelistic 
zeal.  Jesus' depiction of them traveling over land and sea in search of converts is figurative but 
apt, for they never tired of attempting to persuade others to accept their teachings about God. 
 
They receive no praise for their diligence in seeking 'converts', for they are converting others to 
themselves, not to God.  Those persuaded by the Pharisees and the teachers of the law became 
dependent on these humans.  In every era, the superficially strong leadership of authoritarian and 
fleshly leaders holds a perverse attraction for many humans.  Such 'leaders' offer an apparent 
shortcut that makes it unnecessary for followers to wrestle with difficult truths and questions. 
 
But perceptive followers could and should have seen through their faç ade.  These leaders make 
some revealing mistakes that hint at the root problems (23:16-24).  In making technical 
differentiations between different degrees of oaths - already a misguided emphasis - they ranked 
an oath based on gold, with its 'intrinsic' value, as superior to an oath based on the temple.  Jesus 
indicates that this is only one of many possible examples. 
 
In matters of the law, their hypocrisy and pride leads them into absurd decisions.  They tithe so 
rigorously that they even measure out their spices, yet their behavior towards others shows no 
concern for mercy, justice, or other important principles.  Jesus' humorous image of straining out 
tiny gnats (carefully removing trivial impurities) while swallowing camels (complacently 
accepting deep-rooted sins) portrays in memorable fashion their approach to life. 
 
As before, though, we ought not to enjoy ourselves too much in bashing these persons, for they 
merely illustrate some common shortcomings.  In any age, few indeed are those who can resist 
performing people-pleasing acts of 'boldness' and 'sacrifice', to the detriment of what happens 
inside them, and of how they really think of and treat God and his people. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How did these religious leaders prevent others from 
seeing God?  How is it possible to show such evangelical zeal and yet be criticized for it?  
What is the root problem Jesus addresses with his points about oaths?  Why were these 
leaders so wrong about what was important in the law?  What warnings are there for us in 
all of these lessons?  Are there positive points that we can take from them? 

 
S p iritual Ap p earances,  S p iritual Reality  (Matthew 23 :25-3 9 ) 
 
Many of the spiritual ills that Jesus faced came from the human tendency to value appearances 
rather than reality.  Jesus makes this point strongly and repeatedly in this passage.  Yet, in the 
midst of his fierce denunciations, he also supplies us with the means to cure this problem.  For 
God is genuinely compassionate, and he wants only for us humbly to seek him from the heart. 
 
Jesus' metaphor of whitewashed tombs is both appropriate and convicting (23:25-28).  Even 
today we can find stately, attractive-looking tombs that present an outward appearance of peace 
and cleanliness - but what a contrast this forms with the rotting and decaying objects they 
contain.  Likewise, these religious leaders (and hardly they alone) have hearts and minds full of 
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disgusting fleshly attitudes and motivations.  Their apparent outward cleanness not only hides 
their spiritual diseases, but also threatens to make others unclean* by their influence. 
 

* Luke 11:44 makes this point even more fittingly, with its metaphor of the Pharisees as 'unmarked graves'.  
Such graves could make Jewish believers unclean without them knowing it, so Jesus was warning his 
listeners that the insidious influence of these persons was not immediately apparent. 

 
It is no surprise that Jesus criticizes their self-delusion (22:29-36).  Their hearts were so hardened 
that they had no conception of the spiritual harm they were causing.  They praised the prophets 
of the past, even performing elaborate ceremonies in their honor, without perceiving the slightest 
irony.  They are not in the least different from those who, in earlier eras, had persecuted Jeremiah 
and Elijah and Isaiah and all the rest - as their present treatment of Jesus himself would prove. 
 
The blood of witnesses from Abel on downward* testifies to the persistent resistance and 
persecution faced by those who bring a message of truth, rather than a message of earthly 
achievement and blessing.  Those who truly speak from God do not appeal to fleshly passions, 
but rather confront and deny them. 
 

* The reference to Zechariah here does not refer to the prophet who has a book named after him, but rather 
to an incident involving a different Zechariah, described in 2 Chronicles 24:20-21.  The Jews of Jesus' era 
used a different ordering of the Scriptures that placed Chronicles at the very end of the collection.  Jesus is 
thus saying that from one end of the Scriptures to the other, they are full of accounts of God's prophets 
being persecuted and murdered by those who should have believed them. 

 
Yet all the while, even as his hard-hearted people ignore and resist his Word, God is waiting with 
compassion for them to turn back to him from the heart (23:37-39).  God's longing to show his 
grace is movingly illustrated in Jesus' image of a hen and her chicks.  It is that much sadder, 
then, when God's own people reject his honest and compassionate plea.  It is a sad irony that in 
any era there are so many 'religious' persons who are so far from the living God. 
 
Accepting spiritual reality is not easy, has never been easy, and is not meant to be easy.  It calls 
us to accept painful truths about ourselves, sobering truths about the world around us, and 
overwhelming truths about eternity.  The fear of these truths leads many believers and many 
congregations to focus on easier and more superficial things, such as numerical growth, 
popularity, short-term happiness, and the like.  But Jesus' criticisms of the Pharisees and their 
kind are also an emphatic reminder to us that God appreciates much more those who focus on the 
more difficult, but more important, matters of the faith. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Jesus call these religious leaders 
'whitewashed tombs'?  How could they have become so deluded about their own lack of 
spiritual awareness?  How can God remain so compassionate and ready to forgive?  What 
positive lessons can we learn from Jesus' denunciations? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, July 2007 
 
© 2007 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 
LESSONS FROM MATTHEW (Part Two) 

 
Notes For Week Nin e: Stan d  Firm To The En d  (Matthew 24 ) 

 
W hen the disciples are impressed by the buildings in the temple area, Jesus indicates that these 
massive structures will one day be ruins.  In response to subsequent questioning, Jesus tells them 
a good deal about the future, exhorting them to stand firm throughout the many tumultuous 
events to come.  H is message of perseverance and watchfulness still holds much wisdom for us. 
 
Review of Recent Classes 
 
The climactic phase of Jesus' ministry begins with him going up to Jerusalem (20:17-21:17).  
Both his kingship and his kingdom are much different from what the world expects (21:18-
22:14).  He easily handles the trick questions asked by the religious leaders, and then asks them a 
question that they cannot answer (22:15-45), leading them to abandon such efforts. 
 
As the Christ, Jesus confronts the hypocrisy of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law (23:1-
39).  Their hypocrisy was aggravated by pride, for they loved position and titles, and everything 
they did was based solely on outward appearances.  Their distorted value system placed these 
things above a genuine relationship with God.  Even their evangelistic zeal merely led others 
astray, and prevented them from seeing God.  Their own actions revealed their lack of faith. 
 
With these religious leaders, appearances and reality were far different.  Jesus calls them 
whitewashed tombs, for their polished exterior hides rotten, decaying hearts.  Their hard hearts 
lead them into self-delusion. Ironically, they revere the prophets of the past, yet invariably 
persecute anyone who teaches the truth about God.  Despite all this, God waits with compassion.  
Even Pharisees are precious souls to him, yet they refuse to turn in their hearts to God. 
 
Q uestions F rom The D iscip les (Matthew 24 :1-3 ) 
 
Jesus' lengthy discourse in the rest of this chapter comes in response to a series of questions that 
the disciples ask him privately.  These in turn came in response to Jesus' statement that the 
buildings in the temple area would one day be completely destroyed.  As Jesus explains what 
will take place, he repeatedly cautions them to be careful, watchful, and steadfast. 
 
The discussion actually starts while Jesus and his disciples are at the temple area (24:1-2).  At the 
time, it contained some noteworthy structures, for Herod's rebuilding project* had turned the 
area into a lavishly developed highlight of the city.  The materials and craftsmanship had been of 
the finest quality available.  Yet none of this would matter when the time came for the temple to 
fall.  The demolition would be so complete that 'not one stone here will be left on another'. 
 

* Herod 'The Great' began the project in 20 BC, and even after the temple itself was restored the area 
continued to be the focus of further development. 

 
Later, on the Mount of Olives (from where the temple area could be seen), the disciples ask some 
questions (24:3).  Indeed, Jesus had made a startling prediction without giving any indication as 
to when or why it would occur.  It is natural for them to want to know more, and their questions 
will then form the basis for the teachings that follow. 
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Their first question is the obvious one, for they want to know when the buildings will be 
destroyed.  Their thoughts lead them also to ask him what the sign(s) will be of Jesus' coming 
(not referring strictly to the end of the world - see below), and of the actual end of the age.  They 
probably had only a vague idea of what these additional questions meant, but on this occasion 
they certainly show a willingness to inquire about some things that mattered. 
 
Jesus' main points illuminate a number of specific verses, so before studying the details of his 
answer, an overview will be helpful.  Many of the challenges in interpreting it come from pre-
conceptions.  In particular, the first topic is the destruction of Jerusalem, less than 40 years away, 
not the end of the world.  It is, in fact, impossible to apply the entire passage to the end of the 
world, or to interpret every detail literally, without running into irreconcilable contradictions*. 
 

* Applying the entire passage to the fall of Jerusalem also runs into difficulties.  The interpretation given 
here is the most consistent, and the one that accepts the passage at face value as far as possible. 

 
Note that Jesus uses a number of expressions whose symbolic meaning was already well-known.  
For example, the quotes from Isaiah (given in verse 29) refer figuratively to tumult and chaos, 
not to literal events in the skies.  These accepted symbols help considerably in interpretation. 
 
Jesus discusses the fall of Jerusalem in verses 4-34.  The various details parallel the events of AD 
69-73, as discussed below.  After finishing this part of his answer, Jesus says (verse 35), 'heaven 
and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away'.  This emphasizes the truth of what 
he has just said, and it also forms a transition to his next topic.  Referring then to his statement 
that heaven and earth will pass away, Jesus proceeds to comment on the end of the age in verses 
36-50, completing his response to the disciples' questions. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How might we parallel the disciples' admiration of the 
buildings?  Why does Jesus at first make only a brief observation?  What do the disciples 
have in mind with their questions?  How do Jesus' answers fit the questions?  How literal 
should we expect his answers to be?  What lessons might we expect to learn? 

 
D estruction Of Jerusalem F oreseen (Matthew 24 :4 -3 5) 
 
In AD 70, the Romans were to destroy Jerusalem, including the buildings at which the disciples 
marveled.  Jesus uses their curiosity as an opportunity to explain what to watch for and how to 
respond.  The destruction of the temple will also bring a final end to the Levitical ministry of 
sacrifices, and will establish once and for all that Jesus' blood is the only way to redemption. 
 
Before answering their questions, Jesus cautions the disciples that deception and persecution will 
be persistent problems in the years ahead (24:4-14).  Deceivers will claim Jesus' identity and 
achievements as their own, while the world will have its usual fill of rumors, wars, and disasters.  
All this is merely 'business as usual' in this world, but unbelievers often lose perspective and 
think that there is some special significance to events that take place in their own days.  Jesus 
refers to all this simply as 'birth pains', which believers must learn to endure without losing heart. 
 
Because the message of the gospel is contrary to the earthly values of every human nation, 
culture, race, and government, those who teach the genuine gospel will always encounter 
opposition.  Not infrequently, this opposition will include persecution and hatred.  The world 
loves false prophets who proclaim a permissive or indifferent God, and they hate a true prophet 
like Jesus who calls them to repentance and faith.  Believers, though, should resolve to stand 
firm, and to teach the gospel and only the gospel, whether it is 'in season' or out of season. 
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Against this background, Jesus' followers can expect the coming turmoil in Jerusalem* (24:15-
28).  Jesus quotes Daniel's phrase, 'the abomination that causes desolation', as a sign of 
unavoidable disaster coming upon the city.  Its original context (Daniel 9:27, 11:31, and 12:11) 
refers to the presence of pagan armies in Jerusalem, and particularly in the temple area**.  Jesus 
advises his followers that, the next time this happens, they should at once flee to the mountains. 
 

* In AD 69, the Romans tired of the constant disruptions in Judea, and decided to lay siege to Jerusalem in 
order to destroy it.  General Vespasian planned the siege, but left his son Titus in charge when political 
disorder in Rome resulted in Vespasian being declared emperor.  In a lengthy campaign, the Romans 
methodically broke through one city wall after another, with the temple area holding out until the very end. 
 
** Daniel foresaw the invasion of Antiochus Epiphanes, who desecrated and looted the temple in 168 BC.  
This temporarily ended the Levitical sacrifices, while the Roman conquest permanently ended them. 

 
Note that this cannot refer to the end of the world - what good would it do to flee to the 
mountains then?  But it is precisely what many Jews did do when the Roman attack had become 
indefensible.  Another large group was able to escape at the very last minute, when the city had 
been completely taken, and fled to the mountain stronghold of Masada, where they held off the 
Romans for three years before most of them committed suicide. 
 
For those in Jerusalem during the siege, life became nearly unbearable, full of deprivations and 
anxieties.  Thus Jesus promises that 'for the sake of the elect' - that is, any Christians in the city - 
God will cut short the time of suffering to make it possible to survive.  Even then, believers will 
have to be on their guard against deceivers looking to exploit the situation for their own selfish 
reasons.  The imagery in verses 26-28 is a way of assuring the disciples that God's hand, when it 
is truly at work, will be obvious.  It will not require a secret guru to interpret it for anyone. 
 
A number of things will happen 'immediately after'* this (24:29-35).  The quotes in verse 29 
(combining Isaiah 13:10 and 34:4) are typical prophetic descriptions of upheaval.  They are not 
to be taken literally, but to express helplessness in the face of God's power.  The fall of 
Jerusalem will feel, to those who experience it, as if the sun, moon, and stars have suddenly gone 
off course.  Phrases like 'gather his elect' and 'the Son of Man coming' may seem at first to refer 
to the end of the world, but only because popular 'religion' has them mean this.  In prophecy, the 
coming of the Lord simply means an occasion on which he overtly intervenes in human affairs. 
 

* Because of what follows, some commentators mark verse 29 as the transition to the end of the world.  But 
they must then explain away the word 'immediately', as well as verse 34.  As the imagery is familiar from 
Old Testament prophecy, with 'coming' referring to an occasion on which God openly intervenes in human 
affairs, it is more true to the text to associate this passage with the fall of Jerusalem and its aftermath. 

 
The fall of Jerusalem in AD 70 was much more than a historical event.  It brought a sudden and 
definite end to the Levitical ministry of animal sacrifice*, which had been in place for so many 
centuries.  This was a final and emphatic confirmation of the New Covenant, for after this it 
could never be claimed that the Levitical system could bring atonement or forgiveness of sins**.  
God waited for over 35 years after the crucifixion to allow his people to accept Jesus' blood as 
the only path to lasting grace.  Now, however, the emphasis will turn away from Judea for good, 
as the focus becomes gathering the elect 'from the four winds', that is, from the whole world. 
 

* The same series of events also brought a final end to the both the Sadducees and the Zealots. 
 
** The more faithful branches of medieval and modern Judaism have reinstituted almost every other aspect 
of ancient, Old Testament Judaism - but since AD 70, no portion of Judaism has practiced the Levitical 
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sacrifices.  This is sometimes excused on the basis that the ancient temple site is no longer usable, but in 
any case it leaves no possibility for sins to be atoned for or forgiven ("without the shedding of blood . . . "). 

 
After all this, Jesus indicates (verse 35) that heaven* and earth will pass away, but his eternal 
worlds of truth will not.  This closes the previous discussion, by assuring the disciples that what 
he has foretold must come to pass.  It simultaneously opens a new topic, because of the statement 
that there will come a time when heaven and earth themselves will pass away. 
 

* In this context, 'heaven' simply refers to the rest of the universe, beyond the earth itself. 
 
Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Jesus warn them about persecutions and 
disasters?  What connection does it have with the future fall of Jerusalem?  What does he 
want his followers to do when it happens?  In what sense will he 'come' at this time?  In 
what sense will he 'gather his elect' at this time? 

 
K eep  Watch (Matthew 24 :3 6-51) 
 
Jesus now proceeds to describe what will happen when the time comes for this physical universe 
to pass away.  In so doing, he also completes the answers to the disciples' original questions.  He 
cannot be as specific about this as he was in describing the fall of Jerusalem, for not even Jesus 
himself knows when the end will come.  Thus his best advice to his followers is, "keep watch!" 
 
The rest of the chapter is less difficult to understand.  Referring to the passing away of the earth 
and the heavens, Jesus states clearly that no one, not even him, knows when this will occur 
(24:36-41).  Contrast this with the fall of Jerusalem, which (verse 34) would definitely take place 
within the lifetimes of some of those then present.  Jesus compares what will happen with the 
days of Noah, when the flood came suddenly and shockingly upon a skeptical world.  The end of 
the age will likewise take everyone by surprise, except for those who were waiting in faith for it. 
 
The faithful, wise servant of Jesus will take heed (24:42-51).  His urging to keep watch is an 
obvious consequence of his main point.  Yet the idea of the physical world ending offends the 
instincts and desires of the flesh.  Jesus thus tells a parable of a master who goes away and leaves 
the servants in charge, to help us to understand what things look like from God's viewpoint. 
 
The simple parable illustrates two seemingly paradoxical qualities that Jesus wants to instill in 
us.  He wishes us to be diligent in all that we do for him, because he may not return until long 
after our lifetimes are over.  On the other hand, he wants us to live in anticipation, realizing that 
everything in this world - whether good or bad - is only temporary.  Our real home is eternal, and 
if we remind ourselves of that, it can clear our minds and draw us forward to God. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Jesus follow the foretelling of Jerusalem's 
fall with a discussion of the end of the world?  Why does Jesus not know when this will 
be?  What are the implications of this?  What attitudes does God want us to have towards 
eternity?  How can we instill these attitudes in ourselves and others? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, July 2007 
 
© 2007 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 



WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 
LESSONS FROM MATTHEW (Part Two) 

 
Notes For Week Ten: At That Ti m e .  .  .   (Matthew 25) 

 
After answering the disciples'  questions about the fall of Jerusalem and the end of the age, Jesus 
tells a series of parables that apply some of the principles involved.  E ach parable illuminates 
some important points about the end of the age.  Since we have little knowledge of the actual 
events that will occur, we must instead focus on developing the right attitudes and perspectives. 
 
Review of Recent Classes 
 
Jesus began the climactic phase of his ministry by going up to Jerusalem (Matthew 20:17-21:17).  
He is a king, but he and his kingdom are quite different from those of this world. (21:18-22:14).  
The various factions of religious leaders tried to trap him with trick questions, but he parried 
their efforts (22:15-45) and then confronted their hypocritical practices at length (23:1-39 ). 
 
In a lengthy discourse about the future, Jesus exhorts his followers to stand firm to the end (24:1-
51).  After they have left the city and are looking at the temple, the disciples have some 
questions.  Having heard Jesus speak of the great buildings being destroyed one day, they ask 
when this will happen, and then ask for the sign(s) of his coming and of the end of the age. 
 
Jesus answers by first foretelling events associated with the destruction of Jerusalem, which 
would occur at the hands of the Romans in AD 70.  The daily disasters and tragedies of the world 
are mere birth pains compared with the times when God intervenes directly, when he 'comes'.  
Jesus warns his followers to flee when Jerusalem is about to fall, for God will not stop it.  The 
fall of Jerusalem has great theological significance, for it brought an end to the L evitical ministry 
of sacrifice, and left no possible doubt that Jesus' blood is the only way to be cleansed of sin. 
 
Jesus continues by telling his disciples to keep watch for the end of the age.  He cannot tell them 
when this will be, for even he does not know (by contrast, he knew that Jerusalem would fall 
within the lifetimes of some of his listeners).  Thus the wise believer will be ready at any time. 
 
Therefore K eep  Watch (Matthew 25:1-13 ) 
 
The first of these parables tells about a group of ten young women waiting to meet a bridegroom.  
In contrasting those who were ready with those who were not, it emphasizes preparedness and 
responsibility.  We have no idea when the end of the age may come, so we ought to live so as to 
be prepared for it at any time.  We each must also take personal responsibility for our readiness. 
 
As is indicated by the first verse of the chapter, the three parables in Matthew 25 relate directly 
to the end of the age.  Together, they tell us what "the kingdom of heaven will be like" at the end 
of this world.  Thus each one illuminates at least one aspect of the final judgment.  Neither here 
nor anywhere else in Scripture is there a completely literal description of the events that will then 
occur, so these parables are figurative lessons designed to help us prepare our minds and hearts. 
 
The parable of the waiting maidens teaches us the importance of preparedness and the certainty 
of individual responsibility.  The parable of the servants and their master's money teaches above 
all the importance of developing and strengthening our faith.  Finally, the parable of the 'sheep' 
and the 'goats' emphasizes the compassion and sensitivity that God wants in his people. 
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The first parable depicts ten young women waiting for a bridegroom* (25:1-5).  Five of them, 
described by Jesus as wise, have brought plenty of oil for their lamps as they await him, while 
the other five, described as foolish, are relying solely on whatever oil has already been soaked up 
by the wicks.  The symbolism of the bridegroom is a key clue to understanding the parable, since 
he represents Jesus**.  The oil, in itself, does not necessarily represent anything specific.  Rather, 
the lamps and oil are simply a measure of watchfulness, of how well each woman has prepared. 
 

* Most likely, they are servants waiting to escort the bridegroom to the wedding feast.  They should not be 
associated with the present-day practice of 'bridesmaids', although wedding customs of different eras are 
perhaps not as different in substance as they may appear to be on the surface. 
 
** The bridegroom as a symbol for Jesus can be seen in, for example, Matthew 9 :15, Mark 2:19 -20, L uke 
5:34-35, and John 3:29 .  A number of other Scriptures imply the same thing, either in calling the church the 
bride of Christ, or in using similar expressions. 

 
After some delay, the bridegroom makes a sudden appearance (25:6-13).  All ten of the women 
have fallen asleep, and are now startled when a cry rings out.  It is interesting that Jesus 
deliberately portrays all of them as being at least partially unready (and there is perhaps a vague 
parallel with the sleepy disciples in Gethsemane, later on).  But five of them have brought plenty 
of oil, and they are ready to perform their responsibilities as soon as they awaken. 
 
The other five are caught short, and at once realize that their lamps need to be filled*.  One of the 
key points of the parable is that the other five cannot help them, whether they wish to or not.  
Just as each woman stood or fell by her own actions, so also each one of us shall someday face 
God's judgment, and we shall each have to take sole responsibility for our lives, beliefs, words, 
and actions.  No church or church leader will be able to speak for us or to stand in for us. 
 

* Jesus implies that the women would have to escort the bridegroom for too long of a distance for the 
lamps to keep burning without having oil added.  This detail, though, should not be pressed too literally. 

 
The closed door and the bridegroom's curt dismissal of the unprepared women testifies to the 
reality that God will indeed exclude those who did not properly ready themselves - even if they 
were 'invited to the feast'.  We can be ready even if we are, like the five wise maidens, caught by 
surprise by the L ord's coming - that is, if we have already prepared our hearts, confessed our sin, 
and allowed ourselves to be cleansed by the blood of Jesus. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What do Jesus' words at the beginning of verse 1 
imply?  What perspectives should we use in interpreting the parables in this chapter?  
How can we emulate the maidens who were prepared?  What should we learn from the 
other five?  Why does the bridegroom dismiss the unprepared ones so coldly? 

 
E very one Who H as Will B e G iven More (Matthew 25:14 -3 0) 
 
Jesus expands on the idea of preparedness by calling us to nurture and strengthen our faith, so 
that we are always ready to stand before God.  The parable of the servants entrusted with their 
master's money has a number of familiar and obvious applications, but its most important 
application is to our faith.  It is faith, more than anything else, that Jesus looks for in this world. 
 
In this parable, a wealthy man leaves home and entrusts his property to his servants (25:14-18).  
That he gives varying amounts of money - five talents, two talents, and one talent - is an 
acknowledgment that the master (that is, God) does not feel obliged to give everyone the same 
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blessings.  As this is a parable, the phrase 'according to his ability' should not be interpreted in a 
strictly literal fashion.  Although the parable clearly depicts these servants as having varying 
degrees of financial skill, the point of the parable does not have to do with material things. 
 
Money is used in this parable, as in so many others, because it is easy for everyone to grasp the 
basic principles involved with it.  A ταλεντον (talenton) was a huge amount of money, worth 
some 5000 denarii*.  Note also that the parable does not concern what we refer to as 'talents' or 
abilities, for the Greek word could only mean a unit of money, nothing else**.  While we may be 
able to draw some mildly useful lessons by equating the 'talents' with more tangible things, the 
real point is about faith at work in our lives and, as God hopes, increasing. 
 

* A denarius was the average daily wage for a common laborer.  Thus even one talent - the amount that the 
third servant held in such disdain - was more money than an average working man could make in 15 years. 
 
** In Greek, 'talenton' derived from a word meaning weight or scale.  In L atin, the word talentum carried 
the additional meaning of an inclination (or weight) of the mind.  Our English word 'talent', meaning ability 
or skill, is derived through the L atin, possibly also influenced by latter-day interpretations of this parable. 

 
The time for settling accounts reveals the lessons Jesus had in mind (25:19 -30).  The first two 
servants, who have each doubled their stake, are given additional blessings and are told that they 
may, 'come and share your master's happiness'.  The third servant, though, tells his master that, 
"you are a hard man", and admits that he simply buried the money entrusted to him, not wanting 
to take any risk.  He is brusquely thrown out, as a rejection of his attitude and perspective. 
 
Jesus' comment that, "everyone who has will be given more, and he will have an abundance.  
Whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him", illustrates God's viewpoint 
towards the spiritual blessings he has given us.  While we should also adopt a responsible 
attitude towards the objects, skills, and opportunities we have in this world, Jesus uses this 
language to refer to faith, spiritual insight, and similar blessings.  Other examples of the phrase 
are in Matthew 13:12, Mark 4:25, and L uke 8:18, and in the similar parable in L uke 19 :12-26. 
 
Those who have faith, in whatever degree, should realize that faith is a blessing from God, not a 
sign of personal merit or superiority.  (This is also true of our abilities and possessions.)  We 
must nurture and nourish the faith we have been blessed with.  Those who don't have faith will 
find that neither their ability nor their knowledge nor their money nor anything else can 
substitute for faith, because "without faith it is impossible to please God" (Hebrews 11:6).  
Instead of attempting to substitute works or other meritorious qualities, we all must treat the 
measure of faith that God has instilled in us as the precious and irreplaceable gift that it is. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Jesus use money to illustrate a spiritual 
point?  Why does God give different measures of faith and other spiritual blessings to 
different persons?  In what ways does God reward those who appreciate and increase 
their faith?  What consequences face the person who takes faith for granted? 

 
F or One Of The L east Of These (Matthew 25:3 1-4 6) 
 
The third of this set of parables presents a contrast between the 'sheep' and the 'goats' at the final 
judgment.  Here, the groups differ primarily in their attitudes towards those less fortunate than 
they are.  The parable emphasizes how closely God identifies himself with the unfortunates of 
this world, as he considers our treatment of them to be inseparable from our treatment of him. 
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The 'sheep' are welcomed before God's throne (25:31-40).  They are rather surprised when they 
are commended for having performed a long list of services for Jesus, until they learn that he is 
referring to times when they fed the hungry, tended the sick, and met other needs in those around 
them.  Jesus considers that each act done for one of his people was done personally for him. 
 
Next, the 'goats' are rejected (25:41-46).  Their error was to neglect the persons around them, 
taking satisfaction in their own possessions and accomplishments.  By ignoring the needs of 
others, they implicitly ignored the God who created those persons, as well as the Christ who died 
for everyone.  Given this attitude, whatever achievements or abilities the goats may possess 
make little difference to God. 
 
The parable can be applied simply and powerfully, as long we remember that none of these 
parables is in itself a literal description of judgment or of the criteria involved.  Salvation will not 
depend solely or even primarily on the list of things we have done for others.  (Such an approach 
would obviously constitute salvation by works, and it would also be a provocation for us to serve 
others hypocritically and insincerely.)  The parable instead shows us that Jesus values 
compassion most highly when we do it for its own sake, not to earn credit with God. 
 
The parable calls us to contend with spiritual complacency.  We ought to be content with what 
we ourselves may have, and to be concerned with the needs we see around us.  Instead, it is easy 
even for Christians to be discontented with their own blessings, yet complacent in regards to the 
world around them.  It is also easy to rely on an occasional grand gesture in an effort to relieve 
ourselves of the responsibility for comforting the afflicted in smaller, less glamorous ways.  For 
example, we often see celebrities making a big show of their large donations to charity, just as 
Jesus watched the wealthy toss large donations into the temple treasury in Mark 12:41-44 and 
L uke 21:1-4.  As Jesus also said of the Pharisees, "everything they do is done for men to see". 
 
Whether we wish to believe it or not, we live in a lost, decaying world that is ruled by sin, Satan, 
and death.  Whether we wish to believe it or not, neither our society nor any other human society 
or culture reflects the true values of Jesus Christ.  Until the end of the age, the world around us 
will always be filled with needs, both physical and spiritual.  None of us has to single-handedly 
solve all of these problems, and indeed few of us will ever be called to serve on a scale that the 
world even notices.  Yet we constantly see persons with needs, and even a few small efforts to 
ease the burdens of others can make a big difference, both to them and to our own faith. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How can this parable be harmonized with the view of 
the end of the age in the first two parables?  In what sense does Jesus consider that our 
kindnesses to others were done for him?  What kinds of things does Jesus want us to do 
for others?  Is it the action or the attitude that matters to him?  How can we be sure that 
our motivation is good when we serve others? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, August 2007 
 
© 2007 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 
LESSONS FROM MATTHEW (Part Two) 

 
Notes For Week Eleven: The Hour Is Near (Matthew 26:1-56) 

 
In the climactic stages of Jesus'  ministry, many of those around him find their thoughts and 
attitudes exposed.  E ven those closest to Jesus have little understanding of what he is about to 
endure for their sakes.  Although Matthew describes everything in a straightforward fashion, the 
magnitude of the burden that Jesus bears is displayed ever more clearly for us to see. 
 
Review of Recent Classes 
 
Jesus began the climactic phase of his ministry by going up to Jerusalem (Matthew 20:17-21:17).  
He is a king, but he and his kingdom are quite different from those of this world. (21:18-22:14).  
The various factions of religious leaders tried to trap him with trick questions, but he parried 
their efforts (22:15-45) and then confronted their hypocritical practices at length (23:1-39 ).  In a 
lengthy discourse about the future, Jesus exhorts his followers to stand firm to the end (24:1-51). 
 
As he discusses the end of the age, he tells three parables to illustrate how they should get ready 
for that time to come (25:1-46).  The parable of the ten maidens teaches preparedness and 
personal responsibility.  The parable of the servants entrusted with the master's money reminds 
us to value and nurture our faith and other spiritual blessings.  The parable of the sheep and the 
goats calls us to set aside spiritual complacency, and to care for others as if each one were Jesus. 
 
G od ' s Ag end a,  H uman Ag end as (Matthew 26:1-16) 
 
As the time draws near for all to be fulfilled, we can see how Jesus' expectations differ from 
those of everyone else.  While Jesus remains ever true to his purpose, some plot against him, 
some criticize him, and at least one follower simply wants to show him some kindness.  Most 
ominously, though, one of his closest associates has made up his mind to betray Jesus. 
 
In accordance with long-standing prophecies, the Son Of Man is about to be crucified (26:1-5).  
Here we see two entirely different attitudes towards the same certainty.  Jesus merely gives his 
disciples another straightforward reminder, with little emotion or dramatization.  Meanwhile, the 
high priest Caiaphas and his various disreputable associates are involved in making shabby plots.  
Their cold determination to kill God's Son is combined with a shameful cowardice. 
 
Both Jesus and his enemies are determined that Jesus will die.  But Jesus is ready for it because it 
is his Father's will, while the high priest et al are determined to kill him because it is their own 
will.  Jesus faces death openly and bravely, while those who would kill him cower in their holes. 
 
While this tense situation waits to be played out, Jesus is symbolically prepared for burial by a 
devoted follower* (26:6-13).  This woman lavishly anoints Jesus with an expensive perfume, not 
for any practical reason, but simply out of gratitude and appreciation.  The disciples**, 
seemingly more practically-minded, indulge in criticism at the 'waste' involved.  Their criticisms, 
though, are only self-serving, for there is nothing wrong with the woman's generous offering. 
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* John 12:1-3 identifies her as Mary of Bethany, who also appears numerous other times in John's account. 
 
** John 12:4-6 indicates that Judas Iscariot was particularly vocal, as he hoped that he could steal part of 
any donations to Jesus' ministry.  This incident may have played a part in convincing Judas to betray Jesus. 

 
Jesus himself praises the woman.  Whether or not she had any idea of what was soon to happen 
to Jesus, her act of sacrifice and devotion was most fitting as a symbolic burial anointing.  It also 
served as perhaps the last significant act of kindness that Jesus would experience before enduring 
the coming agony.  The gospel accounts themselves fulfill Jesus' promise that her act of 
thoughtfulness will always be remembered whenever and wherever the gospel is preached. 
 
Right after this, we read of Judas Iscariot's decision to betray Jesus to the religious authorities 
who were seeking Jesus' death (26:14-16).  While we have no way of knowing his exact 
motivation for this disgraceful act of treachery, we do know that he was not suborned or 
pressured into it.  Since it was public knowledge that the authorities were looking for a way to 
destroy Jesus, Judas goes to them and initiates his cynical offer.  He is given a crass, worldly 
reward* that truly constitutes 'blood money'.  But Judas would never enjoy the worthless silver. 
 

* 'Thirty pieces of silver' here means thirty shekels.  This was the standard price that had to be paid as 
compensation for accidentally causing the death of someone else's slave (see Exodus 21:32), and this is 
probably what the lowlifes who made this bargain had in mind.  But unbeknownst to them, it also refers 
back to one of the details of the prophecy in Z echariah 11:10-13. 
 
Questions for Discussion or Study: How does Jesus' attitude towards his death contrast 
with the attitude of those who are trying to kill him?  What can we learn from their 
respective behaviors?  How is the anointing at Bethany appropriate as a symbolic burial 
preparation?  Why is Jesus so appreciative of what the woman did?  What possible 
reasons might Judas have had to betray Jesus?  What cautions might we draw from this? 

 
At The P assover F east (Matthew 26:17-3 5) 
 
Commonly called the L ast Supper, Jesus' final Passover Feast with his disciples is full of 
poignant moments.  The symbolism involved is simple yet powerful, and the disciples' hazy 
understanding of things helps us to sense the growing spiritual loneliness that Jesus must endure. 
Yet Jesus also provides a considerable measure of hope with his offer of the bread and the cup. 
 
Matthew, Mark, and L uke all describe Jesus' instructions for preparing the Passover (26:17-19 ).  
It is clear that Jesus sees considerable significance in sharing it with his disciples, for he has 
arranged in advance for an ideal location.  The disciples themselves are left to take care of the 
details, which in themselves would serve as a reminder of the price of deliverance.  Just as the 
original Passover lamb shed its blood to protect God's people from the angel of death, so also 
Jesus the L amb protects us from spiritual death by his blood. 
 
Jesus must add a somber note to the proceedings, by predicting that one of the Twelve will 
betray him (26:18-25).  Their surprise and sorrow are genuine, and each of them in turn asks, 
"surely not I?", as each sincerely wonders whether he might inadvertently betray Jesus by a 
careless word or action.  But the actual betrayal will be deliberate and calculated. 
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Judas Iscariot falsely asks the same question, but Jesus already knew his betrayer.  He shows 
Judas grace by not exposing him in front of the others, and Jesus surely had profoundly mixed 
feelings in his final interaction with Judas.  Iscariot played a necessary part in events, but Jesus' 
comments make it clear that Judas would be held guilty before God for his actions*. 
 

* Judas is guilty because he acted of his own free will in betraying Jesus.  John 6:64 tells us that Jesus knew 
from the beginning that Judas would be his betrayer, and John 12:4-6 indicates that Judas had other sinful 
tendencies, and that at least to some degree he was an opportunist in following Jesus.  It is an interesting 
but ultimately unanswerable question what Judas's true reasons for following Jesus may have been. 

 
Jesus' simple ceremony with the bread and the cup (26:26-30) is an important departure from the 
otherwise grim issues that he raises at the supper.  Referring to the bread and the cup as his body 
and blood, Jesus emphasizes the connection between his coming death and the New Covenant 
that he has brought from God.  Centuries later, we still observe a simple ceremony each week to 
commemorate his sacrifice. 
 
Not as serious as the betrayal, but still discouraging to the disciples, was Jesus' prediction that all 
of the disciples would desert him (26:31-35).  This is another prophecy from Z echariah (see 
Z echariah 13:7), and it was also a part of emphasizing the spiritual isolation that Jesus would 
have to endure at the crucifixion. 
 
Pressed by Peter's insistence that he could never betray his Christ, Jesus predicts that Peter will 
go even farther, and will disown Jesus in front of witnesses.  With sincere fervor, Peter cannot 
believe that he would do such a thing.  Jesus is not, of course, trying to humiliate Peter or 
condemn him.  Rather, it will be an important part of Peter's spiritual growth to come to grips 
with how little he understands himself, and how fragile he is in spite of his constant enthusiasm. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why would this Passover Feast have been so 
important to Jesus?  What did it mean symbolically?  What did it mean personally?  Why 
does Jesus announce in advance the betrayal of Judas, the denial by Peter, and the 
desertion by the other ten disciples?  What does their reaction show?  What does Jesus 
want them to get out of his offer of the bread and the cup?  How does it fit in with the 
occasion?  What should we learn from seeing it in its original setting? 

 
The L ast Moments Of L iberty  (Matthew 26:3 6-56) 
 
K nowing what is about to happen to him, Jesus passes his last moments of liberty in heartfelt 
prayer to his Father.  His mission of teaching, healing, and serving will now be replaced by a 
ministry of sacrifice and suffering.  Even as he does all that he can to prepare himself for this 
transition, he must continue to help his tired, weak disciples to understand what is happening. 
 
While praying at Gethsemane (26:36-46), Jesus makes good use of the little time remaining to 
him before he must undergo the horrifying ordeal ahead.  He openly and honestly asks his Father 
if there is any possible way to be delivered from the gruesome death that awaits him.  As familiar 
as this scene is, it bears careful thought.  Jesus' honesty with his Father is a wonderful example 
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for us.  If God's own Son was reluctant to follow his Father's will, and needed to pray for 
strength, why then should we try to hide the times when we struggle to do God's will? 
 
The sleepy disciples, who three times in a row fall asleep almost as soon as Jesus leaves them, 
accentuate the position that Jesus is in.  He had openly confessed his inner anguish to them as 
well, yet he knew that they had neither the power nor the authority nor the ability to change 
anything.  After sharing his feelings with his Father and making the commitment to do, "not as I 
will, but as you will", Jesus returns to face arrest and the sufferings that will follow. 
 
Jesus' arrest is another scene that we have heard described many times, and yet it is in itself an 
extraordinary incident that contains some powerful ideas (26:47-56).  Even as Jesus is still trying 
one last time to strengthen the disciples' understanding, he is interrupted by a gang of brutes that 
have been rounded up by the religious leaders to do their dirty work.  It is an appropriate way to 
begin a chain of events that will show human nature at its very worst, and God's love at its best. 
 
In the dead of night, a cowardly crew of thugs, at the express bidding of those who should have 
been the most godly and caring persons in the community, comes to arrest the Son of God.  
Armed to the teeth with weapons that would be useless if Jesus chose to defend himself, these 
unreasoning creatures carry out their orders without the slightest idea of what is really at stake.  
The surreal nature of the situation is heightened by the enormous hypocrisy of the signal that 
Judas has chosen as a way of identifying Jesus.  Rarely has a gesture of affection been given with 
such a hardened, dishonest, and selfish heart. 
 
This is a chilling scene - yet hardly more so than what we see around us every day.  A world 
filled with desperate needs chooses not to fill them, and instead uses sinful methods to pursue 
trivial goals.  Even within the minority of those who believe in Jesus, many do not want to 
embrace him for what he truly is, for it means giving up our idols and sacred cows. 
 
And we can also be like Peter*, whose short-lived attempt to 'rescue' Jesus through physical 
violence is quickly stopped by Jesus himself.  Peter's action was sincere, courageous, and loyal, 
and yet he was rebuked for it.  He might even have seen this as an opportunity to show that he 
would never desert Jesus, but this is not the way that Jesus wants us to show our devotion to him.  
Heroic deeds, aggression, and the like are not part of the life that Jesus has called us to.  L et the 
power and glory go to God, for he deserves them and knows how to use them. 
 

* Peter is not identified as the swordsman here in Matthew.  We only know this from John 18:10-11. 
 
After the resurrection, when Jesus reminded Peter of his failures, he would encourage Peter to 
"feed my lambs" (John 21:15-17).  The 'sheep' in the parable of the sheep and the goats were 
commended above all because they met the seemingly small needs of the seemingly unimportant 
persons around them.  Jesus values this kind of humble service much more highly than any 
daring exploits or attention-getting feats. 
 
As he is arrested, Jesus makes only the mildest and most logical of remonstrances about this 
preposterously unjust situation.  Abandoning all of his own desires, he wants only "that the 
writings of the prophets might be fulfilled".  To Jesus, the will of his Father does away with all 
reluctance and all distractions. 
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Questions for Discussion or Study: What did Jesus hope would come of his time of 
prayer at Gethsemane?  Did he really consider 'backing out' at this point?  Did the 
disciples understand any of what was happening?  What qualities do we see in Judas and 
those who arrested Jesus?  Did they understand anything of significance?  Why does 
Jesus rebuke the disciple who wanted to fight on his behalf?  What parallels to all of this 
can we see around us?  What lessons should we learn? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, August 2007 
 
© 2007 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 
A correction to last week's notes: the Greek word translated as 'talent' in Matthew 25:14-30 should be spelled 
ταλαντον ("talanton"). 
 



WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 
LESSONS FROM MATTHEW (Part Two) 

 
Notes For Week Twelve: "Crucify Him!" (Matthew 26:57-27:56) 

 
Intimidated by the depraved shouts of "crucify him" from an insensate mob, the weak Roman 
governor Pontius Pilate authorized the torture and execution of God's sinless, innocent Son.  The 
sequence of events from Jesus' arrest through Jesus' crucifixion contains many lessons for us.  
But above all else, we can see Jesus' extraordinary devotion to fulfilling his Father's will. 
 
Review of Recent Classes 
 
Jesus began the climactic phase of his ministry by going up to Jerusalem (Matthew 20:17-21:17).  
He is a king, but he and his kingdom are quite different from those of this world. (21:18-22:14).  
The religious leaders tried to trap him with trick questions, but he parried their efforts (22:15-45) 
and then confronted their hypocritical practices (23:1-39).  In a lengthy discourse about the 
future, Jesus exhorts his followers to stand firm to the end (24:1-51).  He then tells three parables 
to illustrate how they should get ready for the end of the age (25:1-46). 
 
As the hour comes near for Jesus to fulfill his sacrificial ministry (Matthew 26:1-56), we see 
quite a contrast between Jesus' plans and human agendas.  As Jesus shares in a final Passover 
Feast with his disciples, his grim predictions of betrayal, desertion, and denial are mixed with the 
bright hope of a New Covenant.  Jesus spends the last of his free moments in fervent prayer to 
his Father, and is then arrested in an almost surreal scene. 
 
"He Is Worthy Of Death" (Matthew 26:57-68) 
 
After his arrest, Jesus first faced the assembled religious authorities of Jerusalem.  Despite their 
disagreements and selfish rivalries, they were united in their hatred of Jesus and their fear of his 
influence.  They have long since determined to kill him by any means possible, whether legal or 
illegal, moral or immoral.  Their self-righteousness is put to shame by Jesus' true righteousness. 
 
Because Jesus was absolutely innocent of any genuine wrongdoing, his enemies must look for 
false evidence and false witnesses against him (26:57-61).  Here is another unusual scene: all of 
the various religious leaders* of Jerusalem have come together in the middle of the night, to hold 
a sham of a trial, in the hope that they can act in secrecy as far as possible.  There is also a very 
interested observer in Simon Peter, who keeps his distance out of fear. 
 

* The 'trial' is conducted by the Sanhedrin, who will also render the verdict.  The Sanhedrin was an 
assembly of 70 members, with the high priest presiding.  Its members were chosen from among chief 
priests, teachers of the law (or scribes), and elders.  It arose in the era when the Greeks ruled the Jews, 
during the inter-testamental period.  Under Greek rule, the Sanhedrin was generally allowed autonomy over 
daily life in Jewish communities.  When the Romans conquered Judea, the Sanhedrin's powers were sharply 
limited, as is illustrated in the gospels by its inability to order capital punishment. 

 
In the fruitless search for 'evidence' against Jesus, the religious leaders find a number of 
volunteers who are eager to tell lies against Jesus, whether for profit or to gain official favor.  
Mark tells us (Mark 14:55-59) that, though numerous false witnesses came forward, they 
hopelessly contradicted one another, making their testimony useless.  Knowing this, the high 
priest then confronts Jesus personally, trying to bully or deceive him into making a mistake. 
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Jesus' testimony shows how he, the accused, is really in control of the proceedings (26:62-68).  
As the high priest badgers him about the many minor accusations against him, Jesus remains 
completely silent*.  He knows first of all that they have no real evidence for these things, and 
then too, since he is going to die, it should be for the 'right' reason. 
 

* Besides the reasons noted, this also fulfills the prophecy in Isaiah 53:7.  It is interesting that none of the 
gospel writers explicitly quote Isaiah in regards to Isaiah's silence, but Philip used Isaiah 53:7-8 as the 
starting point of his lesson to the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:32-35). 

 
When the high priest suddenly asks Jesus point-blank whether he is the Son of God, Jesus calmly 
and firmly answers, with some irony, "yes, it is as you say".  Here is the real issue, and Jesus is 
ready and willing to let them 'convict' him of this.  He came to reveal this to the world, and it is 
also the real reason why is to be crucified.  He goes on to warn them that, someday in the future, 
they will see him for who he is, and then they will be forced to admit who he is, once and for all. 
 
But these self-important human authorities can think only of the present, and of their desperate 
determination to do away with Jesus.  They thus find him 'guilty' of blasphemy for his truthful 
statement of identity.  These individuals are frightening examples of self-righteousness and self-
will; their willful hatred has blinded them to the astonishing demonstrations of power that Jesus 
has given.  For his part, Jesus remains calm and self-controlled, providing for an astonishing 
reversal of expected behaviors between the accusers and the accused. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why did the religious leaders feel a necessity to hold 
a 'trial'?  Why did their attempts to incriminate Jesus fail?  Why did Jesus readily speak 
what he knew they would call blasphemy?  What does all this show about Jesus? 

 
Peter, Judas, & Pilate (Matthew 26:69-27:26) 
 
Peter, Judas, and Pilate all struggled with significant spiritual weaknesses, and each one cracks 
under the strain of these tumultuous events.  Yet they are obviously very different from one 
another, in their character and even in the mistakes they commit.  This makes them a worthwhile 
and instructive study for us, in view of the weaknesses and fears we too face in following Jesus. 
 
Peter's spiritual weaknesses are exposed by the tensions of the situation (26:69-75).  He is clearly 
concerned and upset over the dangers that his Lord is facing, and so he is trying to follow the 
course of events without being too conspicuous.  As a result, he finds himself in an 
uncomfortable situation.  Peter is more noticeable than he expected to be, and he finds himself 
asked no fewer than three times whether he is a follower of Jesus. 
 
Peter's unconvincing denials are the inevitable result of his character and of the situation.  Peter 
is too loyal to Jesus to abandon him completely, yet his emotions and lack of understanding 
prevent him from standing firm.  Even innocuous questions from servants cause him to give in to 
his fears.  After the third denial, Peter remembers Jesus' prediction, and his conscience is 
stricken.  Yet he would come back from this to become a fearless messenger of the gospel. 
 
Judas also comes to regret his previous actions, but he displays only worldly sorrow (27:1-10).  
Hearing the news that the Sanhedrin has condemned Jesus, and is seeking the death penalty from 
the Roman governor, Judas suffers a belated remorse.  He returns his worthless reward of thirty 
shekels to the unsympathetic chief priests, and then commits suicide.  Unlike Peter, he prefers to 
end his life, rather than making any attempts to repent or demonstrate godly sorrow.  Judas' 
death* fulfills Jesus' grim words in 26:24, and even the tainted shekels fulfill prophecy**.  
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Considering the silver to be blood money, the chief priests buy a burial ground for foreigners 
who die in Jerusalem.  The plot of land appropriately comes to be known as the Field of Blood. 
 

* Acts 1:18-19 adds the gruesome detail that Judas' dead body fell to the ground and burst open.  (Matthew 
27:5 and Acts 1:18-19 mention different aspects of the same situation, and do not contradict each other.) 
 
** Matthew actually runs together verses from Zechariah 11:12-13, Jeremiah 19:1-13, and Jeremiah 32:6-9, 
attributing all of them to Jeremiah. 

 
We next meet Pontius Pilate*, the Roman governor or procurator, who ends up evading all 
responsibility in a tense situation (27:11-26).  Pilate is at least more objective than the religious 
leaders, for when he sees Jesus' silence in response to his accusers, he begins to realize that Jesus 
is not guilty of any actual crime.  His mistake is to try to let Jesus go without upsetting his 
accusers.  Urged in one direction by his wife, and in another direction by the religious leaders, 
Pilate first tries to use the Passover amnesty custom as a way to release Jesus. 
 

* The known historical events of Pilate's tenure as governor show him to be weak and vacillating at times, 
cold and vindictive at others.  He was clearly unfit for the situation in Judea.  His Roman superiors found 
his performance unsatisfactory, and eventually relieved him of his duties.  At the time of the crucifixion, 
Pilate already had very little room for error left with the Roman authorities. 

 
It was no doubt a disagreeable surprise to Pilate when the crowd, egged on by the chief priests 
and by now aware that Jesus is not the kind of king they had hoped for, calls for the notorious 
Barabbas to be freed, rather than Jesus.  Pilate soon finds out that good intentions alone are not 
worth much unless they are combined with a willingness to endure opposition and difficulty.  His 
remaining pleas to the crowd are drowned out by the shrill demands for Jesus to be crucified. 
 
To Pilate, it is more important to please the crowd than to have justice done.  He enacts a 
hypocritical ritual of innocence, then allows Jesus to be crucified, after first being flogged (by 
the brutal and gory Roman method) for good measure.  While Jesus undergoes an awful torment, 
Pilate retreats into his luxurious residence, having literally 'washed his hands' of the matter. 
 
Pilate's irresponsibility and selfishness are typical of the world's authorities and 'leaders' in every 
era.  But he is also a convicting example of how easy it is for anyone to allow the world's loud, 
angry demands to drown out God's truth, justice, and righteousness. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Peter deny Jesus?  Could he have acted 
differently?  Why was Judas suddenly stricken with remorse?  Could he have acted more 
constructively at this point?  What could Pilate have done differently?  Why does Jesus 
remain silent and passive during most of these events?  What should we learn from them? 

 
"Why Have You Forsaken Me?" (Matthew 27:27-56) 
 
Left to a gruesome fate by enemies and friends alike, Jesus now goes through one of the most 
harrowing ordeals any person has had to face.  From excruciating physical suffering to unjust 
humiliation, Jesus endures an extraordinary array of painful experiences.  In all of these, we see 
Jesus' unlimited compassion alongside a devastating depiction of the due penalty for sin. 
 
Before the crucifixion itself come a number of preliminary torments that would have 
overwhelmed almost anyone else (27:27-31).  The soldiers amuse themselves at Jesus' expense, 
combining ridicule and physical pain in typical Roman fashion.  Enacting a parody of royal 
treatment, they give him the notorious crown of thorns, while adding routine beatings and several 
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means of humiliation.  Jesus' self-control and patience are astounding, especially since he could 
easily have retaliated in any number of devastating ways. 
 
With the crucifixion itself comes the most horrible physical suffering, along with plenty of 
additional mockery (27:32-44).  Although Jesus apparently started to carry his cross* (according 
to John 19:17), in his weakened condition he is soon granted the help of a reluctant bystander, 
Simon of Cyrene.  The extra abuse that Jesus received most likely contributed to him dying 
somewhat more quickly than most crucifixion victims did.  We can only try to imagine how 
difficult this ordeal would have been, much less how he could have been so unwavering in his 
compassion and his purpose. 
 

* This may have been only the heavy crosspiece, not the entire cross.  In larger towns where crucifixions 
occurred regularly, the Romans would sometimes have upright portions of crosses erected permanently. 

 
Following the usual Roman custom, Pilate has a written notice of Jesus' offense placed on his 
cross.  With unintentional irony, the charge is 'the king of the Jews', indicating indeed the reason 
why Jesus is being executed.  As this sign hangs over Jesus' head, vapid onlookers* add insult to 
injury by hurling invective at Jesus.  Once more we see Jesus exerting extraordinary self-control.  
Little do his abusers realize, as they shout 'he can't save himself!', that Jesus could indeed have 
brought about an incredible deliverance for himself, if he had wished.  But instead, he endures it 
all silently as part of his sacrificial ministry of reconciliation. 
 

* Even the two convicted criminals being crucified with Jesus add their insults, until later, as Luke 23:39-
43 tells us, one of them is overcome by the realization of Jesus' innocence. 

 
Finally the sacrifice is done (27:45-56).  At the height of his suffering, Jesus cries out in 
Aramaic, asking why God has forsaken him.  Once more we see how real Jesus' sufferings were, 
for this feeling of separation from God must have been the most terrible of all.  Yet it was a 
necessary part of atoning for the sins of humanity. 
 
With another loud cry, Jesus dies.  The torn curtain in the temple is only one of the tumultuous 
events that mark his death.  Notice that all of them carry symbolic significance, in addition to 
their sensational effects.  Even to the hardened Roman centurion, it is undeniable that the 
execution of this controversial religious teacher carries an enormous significance. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How are the added physical torments and mockery 
appropriate parts of Jesus' suffering?  Why (and how) does Jesus continue to remain 
passive throughout the ordeal?  Is there any significance to having someone carry his 
cross?  How is the written charge of 'the king of the Jews' appropriate?  How are the 
tumultuous events at Jesus' death symbolically significant? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, August 2007 
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WHO DO YOU SAY I AM? 
ESSONS FROM MATTHEW (Par t Two) 

 
Notes For  Week Thir teen: He Has Risen From The Dead (Matthew 27:57-28:20) 

 
The crucifixion of Jesus took many who knew him by surprise.  Then, even before everyone had 
time to reflect on what it may have meant, everything suddenly changed again.  If the crucifixion 
is indispensable to our hope of forgiveness and salvation, then the resurrection is equally 
indispensable to our faith and confidence in Jesus as the Son of the living God. 
 
Review of Recent Classes 
 
Jesus began a turbulent final week of earthly ministry by going up to Jerusalem, where he had a 
series of tense interactions with the religious leaders, while also presenting some important 
teachings to his followers (Matthew 20:17-25:46).  Then, as the Jews of Jerusalem turned their 
thoughts to the observance of the Passover, the hour came near for Jesus to be offered as a blood 
sacrifice for the sins of humanity (Matthew 26:1-56). 
 
The same crowd that so loudly cheered Jesus' arrival in Jerusalem now shouted "crucify him" 
until the Roman governor gave in to them (Matthew 26:57-27:56).  The Sanhedrin first held a 
sham trial, and proclaimed Jesus worthy of death.  While Peter had his spiritual flaws revealed, 
Judas Iscariot felt worldly sorrow for what he had done, and Pontius Pilate cravenly shirked 
responsibility for what would happen.  All this is just preliminary to the sufferings Jesus endured 
during crucifixion, as he experienced the due penalty for our sins.  His sufferings were so 
harrowing that before he died he cried out, asking why his Father had forsaken him. 
 
The Tomb Of Jesus (Matthew 27:57-66) 
 
A number of things happened during the brief period when Jesus' dead body seemed to be all that 
remained of the teacher and healer from Nazareth.  His more courageous and compassionate 
followers took steps for a 'proper burial'.  Meanwhile, his enemies were still consumed with 
anxiety and insecurity, and they took actions intended to avoid future trouble from the corpse. 
 
Jesus' burial by a small number of faithful followers (27:57-61) is recorded in Scripture so that 
we can understand the feelings of those who had put their hope in him.  All four gospel accounts 
indicate that a believer named Joseph of Arimathea took the initiative in attending to Jesus' body.  
Joseph goes to Pilate and bravely requests* that Pilate turn the body over to him. 
 

* To Pilate, this would have been a routine and even welcome request.  But Joseph's actions would have 
found its way to the ears of the Jewish religious leaders, who could have taken any number of reprisals. 

 
Jesus' body is placed in a new tomb*, where it will be by itself for a time.  Matthew gives only 
the briefest of descriptions of the burial**, but we learn from the other gospel accounts that 
Jesus' body was wrapped in linen and a large supply of spices, in accordance with contemporary 
practice.  We know also that Joseph was assisted by Nicodemus (who is mentioned only in 
John), and that some of the women also brought spices and assisted at and/or observed the burial. 
 

* Typical Jewish practice was to place newly dead bodies in a large tomb, often cut out of rock, designed to 
hold the remains of several persons.  After decay, the bones were put in cases called ossuaries. 
 
** Matthew wrote primarily for Jewish readers, and likely assumed familiarity with typical burial practices. 
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The significance of all this lies in what it tells us about the response of Jesus' supporters to his 
death.  While many (including the Eleven) kept a low profile, we see here that a number of them 
openly claimed the body and gave it a burial that showed compassion for their 'dead' teacher and 
friend.  At the same time, it is clear that none of them has a confident hope in his resurrection, 
despite the numerous predictions Jesus had made.  It is ironic that his enemies have taken these 
predictions more seriously than his followers have. 
 
We thus observe the efforts of the religious leaders and the Romans, as they hope to make the 
tomb 'secure' (27:62-66).  Indeed, the chief priests and Pharisees remember how frequently Jesus 
predicted that he would rise from the dead, and they take these predictions quite seriously.  
Having experienced so much unexpected trouble from Jesus, they don't want to take any 
chances.  So they come to Pilate with their own request, not asking for the body itself, but 
warning Pilate about what might happen if the body should somehow disappear. 
 
Pilate agrees with them, and he issues instructions to take all possible steps to safeguard against 
any tampering with the body.  The tomb is sealed with the Roman seal of office as a deterrent 
against intrusion*, by Pilate's authority.  He also allows them to use some of his own Roman 
soldiers** to guard the tomb, presenting a formidable obstacle to any would-be grave robbers. 
 

* That is, the seal is not a physical obstacle (being merely an impression in wax) but a legal one.  It would 
be easy to break the seal, but it would leave evidence of trespass, and it would constitute a serious crime. 
 
** Pilate's words in verse 65 could be translated either "take a guard", indicating the use of Roman soldiers, 
or "you have a guard", possibly referring to Jewish temple guards.  But the context shows that he allows 
them to use Roman soldiers.  The religious leaders had full authority to use the temple guards without any 
permission from Pilate.  In 28:12-15, the guards are called soldiers, and the chief priests promise to keep 
them out of trouble with the governor, which would have been unnecessary if they were temple guards. 

 
Questions for Discussion or Study: What do we learn about Jesus' followers from their 
treatment of his body?  Are the burial procedures significant?  Why did his enemies take 
his predictions of resurrection more seriously?  What can we learn from this? 

 
Witnesses To The Resurrection (Matthew 28:1-10) 
 
Just as he had so often foretold, Jesus rose from the dead.  Yet the resurrection still brought 
surprise and fear to those persons who had the unique opportunity to witness it.  Indeed, it is an 
overwhelming event to contemplate.  The fact of the empty tomb gives final and complete 
validation to all that Jesus ever said, and it puts his sufferings and death in an entirely new light. 
 
When the stone is rolled back from Jesus' tomb (28:1-4), it reveals an astonishing truth to the 
world.  Besides the guards stationed at the tomb, at least two of the women get there in time to 
see everything.  These witnesses see an angel descend upon the tomb and roll away the stone. 
 
Jesus himself does not yet appear, but the sight of the angel is enough to instill terror in the 
observers (especially the guards, hardened though they were).  These tumultuous developments* 
announce the resurrection, changing an apparent tragic end to Jesus' life into an eternal victory 
over death.  The reality of the resurrection is still an indispensable part of genuine Christian faith. 
 

* It is beyond the scope of our study to cover in detail the various details mentioned by each of the gospel 
writers.  Skeptics and critics have often considered that the gospels contain 'contradictions' in their 
descriptions of the resurrection, but in most cases this comes from preconceived notions.  The vast majority 
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of details are easily harmonized with each other, and only in a couple of cases is it necessary to resort to 
inferences or assumptions in order to show them to be consistent.  Many commentaries discuss the apparent 
discrepancies among the gospel accounts, and you are also welcome to see me if you have questions. 

 
For the unbelieving guards there can be no reassurance about what they have seen, but the angel 
encourages the women, telling them not to be afraid (28:5-10).  Besides this comfort, the angel 
relates a detailed and fascinating message about what has happened.  Jesus has indeed risen from 
the dead, and the women can look into the tomb to verify that he is not there.  The angel exhorts 
the women to tell the disciples what has happened, and to say that they should expect to see him 
in Galilee, just as he had foretold at the Passover (see Matthew 26:32). 
 
With this great news to tell, the women are filled with both fear and joy.  Indeed, they are the 
first of many to realize and experience the extraordinary nature of the resurrection.  Jesus was no 
mere philosopher or public servant, but the chosen Christ of God.  These women had loved him 
and followed him, and now they know the full truth of who he is.  Their faith is rewarded when 
Jesus himself appears.  He gives them further reassurance, and he reiterates the angel's message 
to have the disciples meet him in Galilee.  The truth of the New Covenant has now been 
established once and for all. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How might we have reacted if we had seen the 
resurrection?  What is the difference between the reaction of the soldiers and the reaction 
of the women?  Why does the angel send the women to relay the news to the disciples?  
Why is Jesus meeting them in Galilee? 

 
After The Resurrection (Matthew 28:11-20) 
 
In the aftermath of the resurrection, Jesus' enemies and followers both face some unusual 
challenges.  His opponents prove just as unimaginative as ever, pursuing ineffective efforts to 
cover up what had happened.  Jesus' disciples still need some convincing and reassurance, but 
they are now ready to accept the important responsibilities that lie just ahead of them. 
 
The desperation of Jesus' enemies is now apparent (28:11-15).  Unable to deny that something 
extraordinary has happened, and unwilling to admit their own errors in misjudging Jesus, they 
frantically try to solve their problem with money, in the classic manner of government officials 
and other clueless humans.  The flimsy story that they circulate would not convince anyone who 
was not already predisposed to deny Jesus, for it is both unlikely and self-contradictory*. 
 

* In particular, Roman soldiers would have been executed for falling asleep on duty. 
 
Even today, when confronted with the historical mystery, those who would deny the truth of the 
gospel must resort to equally weak explanations.  Certainly, the ever-practical Romans would 
never have tolerated so much disruption from Christians if Jesus' body had been available for 
display - but it wasn't.  Nor is it particularly convincing to suggest that the fearful disciples 
somehow took the body from under the soldiers' noses, and then started a 'religion' for which 
they then risked their lives, and in some cases died*. 
 

* Another of the more recent popular 'explanations' is that Jesus didn't actually die, but merely passed out, 
and later revived in the tomb.  This scenario supposes that Jesus survived flogging, beating, crucifixion, 
and piercing with a spear, yet still had the energy to burst out of the burial wrappings, roll a massive stone 
away from the entrance to the tomb, and then outrun or outfight a detachment of soldiers.  One might be 
tempted to consider this to be just as extraordinary as rising from the dead. 
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Jesus, of course, had truly risen, and he assures his disciples that he is with them always (28:16-
20).  When they meet up in Galilee as planned, they are now largely convinced, though Matthew 
mentions that some of them still harbored doubts.  Jesus takes the initiative and calls them to set 
aside these doubts and distractions once and for all, for he has now shown that he does indeed 
have all authority in heaven and on earth.  What he has to say demands full attention. 
 
They are no longer merely to be disciples, but should now seek also to make disciples of others.  
In the years ahead, the gospel will first gain many believers in Judea and in nearby regions, and 
then it will quickly spread across large areas of the world.  The disciples will learn many new 
things, face many new challenges, and go many new places, and thus Jesus gives them an 
important assurance. 
 
We have received this very same assurance, for Jesus will also be with us to the very end of the 
age.  In rising from the dead, he showed that not even death could separate him from those who 
love him.  His crucifixion cleanses us of our sins and thus meets our most crucial needs, 
rendering foolish all human pretensions to 'save the world'.  His resurrection puts this world in its 
proper perspective, and gives us a lasting reminder that our true home is elsewhere. 
 
Here indeed is the real difference between the Christianity that we see in the New Testament and 
the 'Christianity' that we see today.  When religious bodies today emphasize methods, programs, 
slogans, activities, theology, leadership structures, and the like, it is because they don't really 
believe in the crucifixion or in the resurrection.  Moreover, they don't really believe that anyone 
else could ever truly become convinced of the crucifixion and the resurrection, either.  But it 
doesn't have to be this way. 
 
Those who actually believe in the truth of Jesus' crucifixion and resurrection will find these to be 
an all-sufficient source of power, wisdom, and divine love.  May God open our eyes and our 
hearts, so that we may see his blessed Son in all his glory and spiritual truth.  
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why don't Jesus' opponents want to accept the 
resurrection?  Why is their explanation not convincing?  How does it compare with 
'explanations' of the resurrection today?  What difference should the truth of the 
resurrection make to believers?  What should we learn from the things Jesus says to his 
disciples after rising from the dead? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, August 2007 
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