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Preface

It continues to be a rewarding divine communion for me to preach
expositionally through the New Testament. My goal is always to have deep
fellowship with the Lord in the understanding of His Word, and out of that
experience to explain to His people what a passage means. In the words of
Nehemiah 8:8, I strive “to give the sense” of it so they may truly hear God
speak and, in so doing, may respond to Him.

Obviously, God’s people need to understand Him, which demands
knowing His Word of truth (2 Tim. 2:15) and allowing that Word to dwell
in us richly (Col. 3:16). The dominant thrust of my ministry, therefore, is
to help make God’s living Word alive to His people. It is a refreshing
adventure.

This New Testament commentary series reflects this objective of
explaining and applying Scripture. Some commentaries are primarily
linguistic, others are mostly theological, and some are mainly homiletical.
This one is basically explanatory, or expository. It is not linguistically
technical, but deals with linguistics when this seems helpful to proper
interpretation. It is not theologically expansive, but focuses on the major
doctrines in each text and on how they relate to the whole of Scripture. It
i1s not primarily homiletical, though each unit of thought is generally
treated as one chapter, with a clear outline and logical flow of thought.
Most truths are illustrated and applied with other Scripture. After
establishing the context of a passage, I have tried to follow closely the
writer’s development and reasoning.

My prayer is that each reader will fully understand what the Holy
Spirit is saying through this part of His Word, so that His revelation may
lodge in the minds of believers and bring greater obedience and
faithfulness—to the glory of our great God.



Introduction

The central personality of Old Testament prophecy is the coming
great King who will rule in God’s promised kingdom. Over and over we
are told of a special individual who has the righteousness, the wisdom, the
power, the authority, and the right to reign not only over Israel but over the
entire earth.

This coming great King will have the power to bruise Satan’s head
(Gen. 3:15), take back man’s dominion that was lost through sin, and
establish at last a kingdom on earth that will extend into eternity. From
Him the “scepter shall not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from
between his feet” (Gen. 49:10). That could not be said of any Old
Testament king, and could only apply to the coming great King. The host
of other predictions that refer to a reign described by such terms as
everlasting, eternal, and forever obviously could not apply to a merely
human king.

The words of the Lord spoken to David through Nathan had to refer
to other than David himself: “And your house and your kingdom shall
endure before Me forever; your throne shall be established forever” (2
Sam. 7:16). David’s kingdom was shattered and divided as soon as his
successor, Solomon, died—and as yet has never been reestablished.

Yet in Psalm 2 God tells us, “But as for Me, I have installed My
King upon Zion, My holy mountain. I will surely tell of the decree of the
Lord: He said to Me, ‘Thou art My Son, today I have begotten Thee. Ask
of Me, and I will surely give the nations as Thine inheritance, and the very
ends of the earth as Thy possession’ (vv. 6-8). David calls the coming
One “the King of glory” and “the Lord of hosts” (Ps. 24:10). The coming
King is spoken of in similar ways in Psalms 45, 72, 110, and others.

The prophets speak of the great King as both human and divine.
Isaiah tells us that He would be born of a virgin (7:14) and that He would
be despised, forsaken, stricken, pierced through, crushed, chastened,
scourged, oppressed, and afflicted (53:3-7). Daniel speaks of Him as “One



like a Son of Man” (7:13). Yet Isaiah also tells us that “the government
will rest on His shoulders; and His name will be called Wonderful
Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace. There will be no
end to the increase of His government or of peace” (9:6-7) and that He will
be called “Immanuel,” which means “God with us” (Isa. 7:14; Matt. 1:23).
Through Micah, the Lord promised Bethlehem: “From you One will go
forth for Me to be ruler in Israel. His goings forth are from long ago, from
the days of eternity” (5:2). Zephaniah tells his people that when this King
comes He will be “the King of Israel, the Lord” in their midst (3:15).
Zechariah tells us that He will “be just and endowed with salvation” (9:9)
and that when He reigns, every family on earth will be able to “go up to
Jerusalem to worship the King, the Lord of hosts” (14:17). The coming
great King would be the Man-God.

None of those ancient writers comprehended the full nature of the
One of whom they prophesied. “As to this salvation,” Peter tells us, “the
prophets who prophesied of the grace that would come to you made
careful search and inquiry, seeking to know what person or time the Spirit
of Christ [that is, Messiah] within them was indicating as He predicted the
sufferings of Christ and the glories to follow” (1 Pet. 1:10-11).

The full identity and nature of the predicted King are initially
presented and explained in the gospels, of which Matthew is the first. Like
a divine spotlight they focus on Jesus and, through one event after another,
show Him to be the only One who fulfills all the requirements of those
prophesies. By the same token all impostors are unmasked by their
inability to fit the predictions.

The whole New Testament acknowledges Jesus as the promised
great King. In its twenty-seven books the term basileia (kingdom) is used
one hundred forty-four times in referring to the reign of Jesus Christ;
basileus (king) is used directly of Jesus at least thirty-five times; and
basileud (to reign) is used of Him some ten times.

A UTHORSHIP

At the time Christ was born, Israel had been under Roman
domination for some sixty years. One of the worst aspects of Roman



oppression was the system of taxation, which was methodical, relentless,
and ruthless. Two basic taxes were levied—the toll tax, which was
comparable to the modern income tax, and the ground tax, a property and
land tax.

Roman senators and various other high-ranking officials would buy
from the central government at public auction the right of collecting the
toll taxes in a given country, province, or region at a fixed rate for a period
of five years. Whatever was collected above that amount was kept as
profit. Those who held such taxing rights were called publicani. The
publicani would hire others, usually citizens of the country being taxed, to
do the actual collecting.

Those collectors had somewhat the same arrangement with the
publicani that the publicani had with Rome. Whatever they managed to
collect above the amount demanded by the publicani they kept as their
own profit. Both the publicani and the tax-gatherers, therefore, had strong
motivation to exact and collect as much tax as possible—knowing they
were backed by the full authority, including the military authority, of
Rome.

The tax-gatherers (Greek telones) quite naturally were hated by
their own people, not only as extortioners but as traitors. In Israel they
were ranked with the lowest of human society—sinners, prostitutes, and
Gentiles (Matt. 9:10-11; 18:17; 21:31-32; Mark 2:15-16; Luke 5:30; etc.).

Matthew, who was also called Levi, was a tax-gatherer when Jesus
called him to be one of the twelve disciples (Matt. 9:9; Mark 2:14). We
have little idea as to what sort of person Matthew was before Jesus called
him. It is doubtful that he was very religious, because tax-gatherers were
ostracized, practically if not officially, from many synagogues and
sometimes even from the Temple. It was no doubt partly for that reason
that Matthew so quickly responded to Jesus’ invitation and that so many
other tax-gatherers were attracted to Him (Matt. 9:9-10; 11:19; Luke
15:1). It was rare that they were accepted and befriended by a fellow Jew,
especially by a rabbi, or teacher, such as Jesus.

Matthew was particularly modest in writing his gospel account. He
always refers to himself in the third person and nowhere speaks of himself
as the author. We know of his authorship because his name is attached to
all early copies of the manuscripts and because the early church Fathers
unanimously attest him to be the book’s author.



It 1s obvious from the text itself that Matthew wrote this gospel
before the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple in A.D. 70. Apart from
that general dating, it is impossible to be dogmatic as to a specific year.

MESSAGE

The first four books of the New Testament report the same gospel
account, but from four distinct perspectives. They give the same message
with differing but perfectly harmonious emphases. Matthew presents Jesus
as the sovereign, whereas Mark presents Him in the extreme opposite role
as servant. Luke presents Him as the Son of Man, whereas John presents
Him as the Son of God. The same Jesus is shown to be both sovereign God
and servant Man.

In presenting the sovereignty of Jesus, Matthew begins his gospel
with the genealogy of the Lord—going back to Abraham, the father of the
Hebrew people, through King David, Israel’s model king. In presenting
Jesus’ servanthood, Mark gives no genealogy at all, because a servant’s
lineage is irrelevant. In presenting Jesus as the Son of Man, Luke traces
His genealogy back to the first man, Adam. In presenting Jesus as the
divine Son of God, John gives no human genealogy or birth and childhood
narratives. He opens his gospel by giving, as it were, Jesus’ divine
genealogy: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God” (John 1:1).

The message of the book of Matthew centers on the theme of
Jesus’ kingship. Just as virtually every paragraph of the gospel of John
points to something of Christ’s deity, so virtually every paragraph of
Matthew points to something of His kingship.

Matthew presents the Messiah King who is revealed, the King who
is rejected, and the King who will return. Jesus is painted in royal colors
in this gospel as in none of the others. His ancestry is traced from the royal
line of Israel; his birth 1s dreaded by a jealous earthly king; the magi bring
the infant Jesus royal gifts from the east; and John the Baptist heralds the
King and proclaims that His kingdom is at hand. Even the temptations in
the wilderness climax with Satan offering Jesus the kingdoms of this
world. The Sermon on the Mount is the manifesto of the King, the



miracles are His royal credentials, and many of the parables portray the
mysteries of His kingdom. Jesus identifies Himself with the king’s son in a
parable and makes a royal entry into Jerusalem. While facing the cross He
predicts His future reign, and He claims dominion over the angels in
heaven. His last words are that all authority has been given to Him in both
heaven and earth (28:18).

Yet Matthew also focuses most uniquely on the rejection of Jesus
as King. In no other gospel are the attacks against Jesus’ character and
Jesus’ claims so bitter and vile as those reported in Matthew. The shadow
of rejection is never lifted from Matthew’s story. Before Jesus was born,
His mother, Mary, was in danger of being rejected by Joseph. Soon after
He was born, Herod threatened His life, and His parents had to flee with
Him to Egypt. His herald, John the Baptist, was put in a dungeon and
eventually beheaded. During His earthly ministry Jesus had no place to lay
His head, no place to call home. In Matthew’s gospel no penitent thief
acknowledges Jesus’ Lordship, and no friend or loved one is seen at the
foot of the cross—only the mockers and scorners. Even the women are
pictured at a distance (27:55-56), and in His death Jesus cries out, “My
God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?” (27:46). Only a Gentile
centurion speaks a favorable word about the crucified One: “Truly this was
the Son of God!” (27:54). When some of the soldiers who had stood guard
over the tomb reported its being empty, the Jewish authorities paid them to
say that Jesus’ body was stolen by His disciples (28:11-15).

Yet Jesus is also shown as the King who ultimately will return to
judge and to rule. All the earth one day “will see the Son of Man coming
on the clouds of the sky with power and great glory” (24:30), His coming
will be “at an hour when you do not think He will” (v. 44), and He will
come in glory and in judgment (25:31-33).

No reader can fully immerse himself in this gospel without
emerging with a compelling sense of both the eternal majesty of the Lord
Jesus Christ and the strong power that sin and Satan held over the apostate
Israel that rejected Christ.

No gospel is more instructive to those who are the Lord’s disciples
and who are called to represent Him in the world. The lessons on
discipleship are life-changing for the committed reader, as they were for
the eleven who were Jesus’ first followers. Thus, with all its great themes
of majesty and glory, rejection and apostasy, the book of Matthew lacks no



practicality. Woven through all that is the constant thread of revealed
instruction for those who are His representatives among men.

OUTLINE

The King’s ancestry—His genealogy (1:1-17)
The King’s arrival—His virgin birth (1:18-25)
The King’s adoration—the worship of the magi (2:1-12)
The King’s anticipation—the fulfilled prophecies of His coming (2:13-23)
The King’s announcer—John the Baptist (3:1-12)
The King’s affirmation—His baptism; His sonship affirmed by the Father
(3:13-17)
The King’s advantage—His defeat of Satan (4:1-11)
The King’s activity—His ministry and miracles (4:12-25)
The King’s address—His manifesto: The Sermon on the Mount (5-7)
Righteousness and happiness (5:1-12)
Righteousness and discipleship (5:13-16)
Righteousness and the Scriptures (5:17-20)
Righteousness and morality (5:21-48)
Righteousness and practical religion (6:1-18)
Righteousness and mundane things (6:19-34)
Righteousness and human relations (7:1-12)
Righteousness and salvation (7:13-29)



The Gracious King (1:1-17)

The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of
Abraham.

To Abraham was born Isaac; and to Isaac, Jacob; and to Jacob,
Judah and his brothers; and to Judah were born Perez and Zerah by
Tamar; and to Perez was born Hezron; and to Hezron, Ram; and to
Ram was born Amminadab; and to Amminadab, Nahshon; and to
Nahshon, Salmon; and to Salmon was born Boaz by Rahab; and to
Boaz was born Obed by Ruth; and to Obed, Jesse; and to Jesse was
born David the king. And to David was born Solomon by her who had
been the wife of Uriah; and to Solomon was born Rehoboam; and to
Rehoboam, Abijah; and to Abijah, Asa; and to Asa was born
Jehoshaphat; and to Jehoshaphat, Joram; and to Joram, Uzziah; and
to Uzziah was born Jotham; and to Jotham, Ahaz; and to Ahaz,
Hezekiah; and to Hezekiah was born Manasseh; and to Manasseh,
Amon; and to Amon, Josiah; and to Josiah were born Jeconiah and his
brothers, at the time of the deportation to Babylon.

And after the deportation to Babylon, to Jeconiah was born
Shealtiel; and to Shealtiel, Zerubbabel; and to Zerubbabel was born
Abiud; and to Abiud, Eliakim; and to Eliakim, Azor; and to Azor was
born Zadok; and to Zadok, Achim; and to Achim, Eliud; and to Eliud
was born Eleazar; and to Eleazar, Matthan; and to Matthan, Jacob;
and to Jacob was born Joseph the husband of Mary, by whom was born
Jesus, who is called Christ.

Therefore all the generations from Abraham to David are
fourteen generations; and from David to the deportation to Babylon
fourteen generations; and from the deportation to Babylon to the time
of Christ fourteen generations. (1:1-17)



As discussed in the introduction, one of Matthew’s major purposes
in his gospel, and the primary purpose of chapters 1 and 2, is to establish
Jesus’ right to Israel’s kingship. To any honest observer, and certainly to
Jews who knew and believed their own Scriptures, these two chapters
vindicate Jesus’ claim before Pilate: “You say correctly that I am a king.
For this I have been born, and for this I have come into the world” (John
18:37).

Consistent with that purpose of revealing Jesus to be the Christ
(Messiah) and the King of the Jews, Matthew begins his gospel by
showing Jesus’ lineage from the royal line of Israel. If Jesus is to be
heralded and proclaimed king there must be proof that He comes from the
recognized royal family.

Messiah’s royal line began with David. Through the prophet
Nathan, God promised that it would be David’s descendants through whom
He would bring the great King who would ultimately reign over Israel and
establish His eternal kingdom (2 Sam. 7:12-16). The promise was not
fulfilled in Solomon, David’s son who succeeded him, or in any other king
who ruled in Israel or Judah; and the people waited for another one to be
born of David’s line to fulfill the prophecy. At the time Jesus was born the
Jews were still anticipating the arrival of the promised monarch and the
restored glory of the kingdom.

The Jews’ concern for pedigrees, however, existed long before they
had a king. After they entered Canaan under Joshua and conquered the
region God had promised to them, the land was carefully and precisely
divided into territories for each tribe—except the priestly tribe of Levi, for
whom special cities were designated. In order to know where to live, each
Israelite family had to determine accurately the tribe to which it belonged
(see Num. 26; 34-35). And in order to qualify for priestly function, a
Levite had to prove his descent from Levi. After the return from exile in
Babylon, certain “sons of the priests” were not allowed to serve in the
priesthood because “their ancestral registration . . . could not be located”
(Ezra 2:61-62).

The transfer of property also required accurate knowledge of the
family tree (see, e.g., Ruth 3-4). Even under Roman rule, the census of
Jews in Palestine was based on tribe—as can be seen from the fact that
Joseph and Mary were required to register in “Bethlehem, because he
[Joseph] was of the house and family of David” (Luke 2:4). We learn from



the Jewish historian Josephus that in New Testament times many Jewish
families maintained detailed and highly valued ancestral files. Before his
conversion, the apostle Paul had been greatly concerned about his lineage
from “the tribe of Benjamin” (see Rom. 11:1; 2 Cor. 11:22; Phil. 3:5). For
Jews, tribal identification and line of descent were all-important.

It is both interesting and significant that since the destruction of
the Temple in A.D. 70 no genealogies exist that can trace the ancestry of
any Jew now living. The primary significance of that fact is that, for those
Jews who still look for the Messiah, his lineage to David could never be
established. Jesus Christ is the last verifiable claimant to the throne of
David, and therefore to the messianic line.

Matthew’s genealogy presents a descending line, from Abraham
through David, through Joseph, to Jesus, who is called Christ. Luke’s
genealogy presents an ascending line, starting from Jesus and going back
through David, Abraham, and even to “Adam, the son of God” (Luke 3:23-
38). Luke’s record is apparently traced from Mary’s side, the Eli of Luke
3:23 probably being Joseph’s father-in-law (often referred to as a father)
and therefore Mary’s natural father. Matthew’s intent is to validate Jesus’
royal claim by showing His legal descent from David through Joseph, who
was Jesus’ legal, though not natural, father. Luke’s intent is to trace Jesus’
actual royal blood ancestry through his mother, thereby establishing His
racial lineage from David. Matthew follows the royal line through David
and Solomon, David’s son and successor to the throne. Luke follows the
royal line through Nathan, another son of David. Jesus was therefore the
blood descendant of David through Mary and the legal descendant of
David through Joseph. Genealogically, Jesus was perfectly qualified to
take the throne of David.

It is essential to note that in His virgin birth Jesus not only was
divinely conceived but through that miracle was protected from regal
disqualification because of Joseph’s being a descendant of Jeconiah (v.
12). Because of that king’s wickedness, God had declared of Jeconiah (also
called Jehoiachin or Coniah) that, though he was in David’s line, “no man
of his descendants will prosper, sitting on the throne of David or ruling
again in Judah” (Jer. 22:30). That curse would have precluded Jesus’ right
to kingship had He been the natural son of Joseph, who was in Jeconiah’s
line. Jesus’ legal descent from David, which was always traced through the
father, came through Jeconiah to Joseph. But His blood descent, and His



human right to rule, came through Mary, who was not in Jeconiah’s
lineage. Thus the curse on Jeconiah’s offspring was circumvented, while
still maintaining the royal privilege.

The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of
Abraham. (1:1)

Biblos (book) can also refer to a record or account, as is the case
here. Matthew is giving a brief record of the genealogy (genesis,
“beginning, origin”) of Jesus Christ. Jesus is from the Greek equivalent
of Jeshua, or Jehoshua, which means “Jehovah (Yahweh) saves.” It was the
name the angel told Joseph to give to the Son who had been miraculously
conceived in his betrothed, Mary, because this One who would soon be
born would indeed “save His people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). Christos
(Christ) is the Greek form of the Hebrew mashiah (Eng., messiah), which
means “anointed one.” Israel’s prophets, priests, and kings were anointed,
and Jesus was anointed as all three. He was the Anointed One, the
Messiah, whom the Jews had long expected to come as their great
deliverer and monarch.

Yet because of their unbelief and misunderstanding of Scripture,
many Jews refused to recognize Jesus as the Christ, the Messiah. Some
rejected Him for the very reason that His parents were known to them.
When He went back to His hometown of Nazareth He “began teaching
them in their synagogue, so that they became astonished, and said, ‘Where
did this man get this wisdom, and these miraculous powers? Is not this the
carpenter’s son? Is not His mother called Mary, and His brothers, James
and Joseph and Simon and Judas? And His sisters, are they not all with
us?’” (Matt. 13:54-56). On another occasion, others in Jerusalem said of
Jesus, “The rulers do not really know that this is the Christ, do they?
However, we know where this man is from; but whenever the Christ may
come, no one knows where He is from” (John 7:26-27). A short while
later, “Some of the multitude therefore, when they heard these words, were
saying, ‘This certainly is the Prophet.” Others were saying, ‘This is the
Christ.” Still others were saying, ‘Surely the Christ is not going to come
from Galilee, is He?’” (John 7:40-41). Still others, better taught in the
Scriptures but unaware of Jesus’ lineage and birthplace, said, “Has not the



Scripture said that the Christ comes from the offspring of David, and from
Bethlehem, the village where David was?” (v. 42).

The genealogy establishes the Messiah’s royal lineage. Matthew’s
intent is not to have the reader digress into a study of each person listed,
but is to show that all of these persons point to the royalty of Christ.

Tae Gracious KiNG

Even so, from Matthew’s genealogy we learn more than Jesus’
lineage. We also see beautiful reflections of God’s grace. Jesus was sent by
a God of grace to be a King of grace. He would not be a King of law and of
iron force, but a King of grace. His royal credentials testify of royal grace.
And the people He chose to be His ancestors reveal the wonder of grace,
and give hope to all sinners.

The graciousness of this King and of the God who sent Him can be
seen in the genealogy in four places and ways. We will look at these in
logical, rather than chronological, order.

THE GRACE OF GOD SEEN IN THE CHOICE OF ONE WOMAN

And to Jacob was born Joseph the husband of Mary, by whom was
born Jesus, who is called Christ. (1:16)

God showed His grace to Mary by choosing her to be the mother of
Jesus. Although descended from the royal line of David, Mary was an
ordinary, unknown young woman. Contrary to claims of her own
immaculate conception (her being conceived miraculously in her own
mother’s womb), Mary was just as much a sinner as all other human
beings ever born. She was likely much better, morally and spiritually, than
most people of her time, but she was not sinless. She was deeply devout



and faithful to the Lord, as she demonstrated by her humble and
submissive response to the angel’s announcement (Luke 1:38).

Mary needed a Savior, as she herself acknowledged at the very
beginning of her song of praise, often called the Magnificat: “My soul
exalts the Lord, and my spirit has rejoiced in God my Savior. For He has
had regard for the humble state of His bondslave” (Luke 1:46-48). The
notions of her being co-redemptrix and co-mediator with Christ are wholly
unscriptural and were never a part of early church doctrine. Those
heretical i1deas came into the church several centuries later, through
accommodations to pagan myths that originated in the Babylonian
mystery religions.

Nimrod, a grandson of Ham, one of Noah’s three sons, founded the
great cities of Babel (Babylon), Erech, Accad, Calneh, and Nineveh (Gen.
10:10-11). It was at Babel that the first organized system of idolatry began
with the tower built there. Nimrod’s wife, Semiramis, became the first
high priestess of idolatry, and Babylon became the fountainhead of all evil
systems of religion. In the last days, “the great harlot” will have written on
her forehead, “BABYLON THE GREAT, THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS
AND OF THE ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH” (Rev. 17:5). When
Babylon was destroyed, the pagan high priest at that time fled to
Pergamum (or Pergamos; called “where Satan’s throne is” in Rev. 2:13)
and then to Rome. By the fourth century A.D. much of the polytheistic
paganism of Rome had found its way into the church. It was from that
source that the ideas of Lent, of Mary’s immaculate conception, and of her
being the “queen of heaven” originated. In the pagan legends, Semiramis
was miraculously conceived by a sunbeam, and her son, Tammuz, was
killed and was raised from the dead after forty days of fasting by his
mother (the origin of Lent). The same basic legends were found in
counterpart religions throughout the ancient world. Semiramis was known
variously as Ashtoreth, Isis, Aphrodite, Venus, and Ishtar. Tammuz was
known as Baal, Osiris, Eros, and Cupid.

Those pagan systems had infected Israel centuries before the
coming of Christ. It was to Ishtar, “the queen of heaven,” that the wicked
and rebellious Israelite exiles in Egypt insisted on turning (Jer. 44:17-19;
cf. 7:18). While exiled in Babylon with his fellow Jews, Ezekiel had a
vision from the Lord about the “abominations” some Israelites were
committing even in the Temple at Jerusalem—practices that included



“weeping for Tammuz” (Ezek. 8:13-14). Here we see some of the origins
of the mother-child cult, which has drawn Mary into its grasp.

The Bible knows nothing of Mary’s grace except that which she
received from the Lord. She was the recipient, never the dispenser, of
grace. The literal translation of “favored one” (Luke 1:28) is “one endued
with grace.” Just as all the rest of fallen mankind, Mary needed God’s
grace and salvation. That is why she “rejoiced in God [her] Savior” (Luke
1:47). She received a special measure of the Lord’s grace by being chosen
to be the mother of Jesus; but she was never a source of grace. God’s grace
chose a sinful woman to have the unequaled privilege of giving birth to the
Messiah.

THE GRACE OF GOD SEEN IN THE DESCENDANTS OF TWO MEN

The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of
Abraham. (1:1)

Both David and Abraham were sinners, yet by God’s grace they
were ancestors of the Messiah, the Christ.

David sinned terribly in committing adultery with Bathsheba and
then compounded the sin by having her husband, Uriah, killed so that he
could marry her. As a warrior he had slaughtered countless men, and for
that reason was not allowed to build the Temple (1 Chron. 22:8). David
was a classic example of a poor father, who failed to discipline his
children, one of whom (Absalom) even tried to usurp the throne from his
own father by armed rebellion.

Abraham, though a man of great faith, twice lied about his wife,
Sarah. Out of fear for his life and lack of trust in God, he told two different
pagan kings that she was his sister (Gen. 12:11-19; 20:1-18). In so doing
he brought shame on Sarah, on himself, and on the God in whom he
believed and whom he claimed to serve.

Yet God made Abraham the father of His chosen people, Israel,
from whom the Messiah would arise; and He made David father of the



royal line from whom the Messiah would descend. Jesus was the Son of
David by royal descent and Son of Abraham by racial descent.

God’s grace also extended to the intervening descendants of those
two men. Isaac was the son of promise, and a type of the sacrificial Savior,
being himself willingly offered to God (Gen. 22:1-13). God gave the name
of Isaac’s son, Jacob, (later renamed Israel) to His chosen people. Jacob’s
sons (Judah and his brothers) became heads of the tribes of Israel. All of
those men were sinful and at times were weak and unfaithful. But God was
continually faithful to them, and His grace was always with them, even in
times of rebuke and discipline.

Solomon, David’s son and successor to the throne, was peaceful
and wise, but also in many ways foolish. He sowed seeds of both domestic
and spiritual corruption by marrying hundreds of wives—most of them
from pagan countries throughout the world of that time. They turned
Solomon’s heart, and the hearts of many other Israelites, away from the
Lord (1 Kings 11:1-8). The unity of Israel was broken, and the kingdom
soon became divided. But the royal line remained unbroken, and God’s
promise to David eventually was fulfilled. God’s grace prevailed.

A careful look at the descendants both of Abraham and of David
(vv. 2-16) reveals people who were often characterized by unfaithfulness,
immorality, idolatry, and apostasy. But God’s dealing with them was
always characterized by grace. Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of
Abraham, was sent to overcome the failures of both those men and of all
their descendants, and to accomplish what they could never have
accomplished. The King of grace came through the line of two sinful men.

THE GRACE OF GOD SEEN IN THE HISTORY OF THREE ERAS

Therefore all the generations from Abraham to David are fourteen
generations; and from David to the deportation to Babylon fourteen
generations; and from the deportation to Babylon to the time of Christ
fourteen generations. (1:17)



From Matthew’s summary of the genealogy we see God’s grace at
work in three periods, or eras, of Israel’s history.

The first period, from Abraham to David, was that of the
patriarchs, and of Moses, Joshua, and the judges. It was a period of
wandering, of enslavement in a foreign land, of deliverance, of covenant-
making and law-giving, and of conquest and victory.

The second period, from David to the deportation to Babylon,
was that of the monarchy, when Israel, having insisted on having human
kings like all the nations around them, discovered that those kings more
often led them away from God and into trouble than to God and into peace
and prosperity. That was a period of almost uninterrupted decline,
degeneracy, apostasy, and tragedy. There was defeat, conquest, exile, and
the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple. Only in David, Jehoshaphat,
Hezekiah, and Josiah do we see much evidence of godliness.

The third period, from the deportation to Babylon to the time of
Christ, was that of captivity, exile, frustration, and of marking time. Most
of the men Matthew mentions in this period—from Shealtiel to Jacob the
father of Joseph—are unknown to us apart from this list. It is a period
shrouded largely in darkness and characterized largely by inconsequence.
It was Israel’s Dark Ages.

Nevertheless, God’s grace was at work on behalf of His people
through all three periods. The national genealogy of Jesus is one of
mingled glory and pathos, heroism and disgrace, renown and obscurity.
Israel rises, falls, stagnates, and finally rejects and crucifies the Messiah
that God sent fo them. But God, in His infinite grace, yet sent His Messiah
through them.

THE GRACE OF GOD SEEN IN THE INCLUSION OF FOUR OUTCASTS

and to Judah were born Perez and Zerah by Tamar; and to Perez was
born Hezron; and to Hezron, Ram; and to Ram was born Amminadab;
and to Amminadab, Nahshon; and to Nahshon, Salmon; and to Salmon
was born Boaz by Rahab; and to Boaz was born Obed by Ruth; and to



Obed, Jesse; and to Jesse was born David the king. And to David was
born Solomon by her who had been the wife of Uriah. (1:3-6)

Matthew’s genealogy also shows us the work of God’s grace in His
choosing four former outcasts, each of them women (the only women
listed until the mention of Mary), through whom the Messiah and great
King would descend. These women are exceptional illustrations of God’s
grace and are included for that reason in the genealogy that otherwise is all
men.

The first outcast was Tamar, the Canaanite daughter-in-law of
Judah. God had taken the lives of her husband, Er, and of his next oldest
brother, Onan, because of their wickedness. Judah then promised the
young, childless widow that his third son, Shelah, would become her
husband and raise up children in his brother’s name when he grew up.
After Judah failed to keep that promise, Tamar disguised herself as a
prostitute and tricked him into having sexual relations with her. From that
illicit union were born twin sons, Perez and Zerah. The sordid story is
found in Genesis 38. As we learn from the genealogy, Tamar and Perez
joined Judah in the messianic line. Despite prostitution and incest, God’s
grace fell on all three of those undeserving persons, including a desperate
and deceptive Gentile harlot.

The second outcast also was a woman and a Gentile. She, too, was
guilty of prostitution, but for her, unlike Tamar, it was a profession.
Rahab, an inhabitant of Jericho, protected the two Israelite men Joshua
sent to spy out the city. She lied to the messengers of the king of Jericho in
order to save the spies; but because of her fear of Him and her kind act
toward His people, God spared her life and the lives of her family when
Jericho was besieged and destroyed (Josh. 2:1-21; 6:22-25). God’s grace
not only spared her life but brought her into the messianic line, as the wife
of Salmon and the mother of the godly Boaz, who was David’s great-
grandfather.

The third outcast was Ruth, the wife of Boaz. Like Tamar and
Rahab, Ruth was a Gentile. After her first husband, an Israelite, had died,
she returned to Israel with her mother-in-law, Naomi. Ruth was a godly,
loving, and sensitive woman who had accepted the Lord as her own God.
Her people, the pagan Moabites, were the product of the incestuous



relations of Lot with his two unmarried daughters. In order to preserve the
family line, because they had no husbands or brothers, each of the
daughters got their father drunk and caused him to unknowingly have
sexual relations with them. The son produced by Lot’s union with his
oldest daughter was Moab, father of a people who became one of Israel’s
most implacable enemies. Mahlon, the Israclite man who married Ruth,
did so in violation of the Mosaic law (Deut. 7:3; cf. 23:3; Ezra 9:2; Neh.
13:23) and many Jewish writers say his early death, and that of his brother,
were a divine judgment on their disobedience. Though she was a Moabite
and former pagan, with no right to marry an Israelite, God’s grace not only
brought Ruth into the family of Israel, but later, through Boaz, into the
royal line. She became the grandmother of Israel’s great King David.

The fourth outcast was Bathsheba. She is not identified in the
genealogy by name, but is mentioned simply as the wife of David and the
former wife of Uriah. As already mentioned, David committed adultery
with her, had her husband sent to the battlefront to be killed, and then took
her as his own wife. The son produced by the adultery died in infancy, but
the next son born to them was Solomon (2 Sam. 11:1-27; 12:14, 24),
successor to David’s throne and continuer of the messianic line. By God’s
grace, Bathsheba became the wife of David, the mother of Solomon, and
an ancestor of the Messiah.

The genealogy of Jesus Christ is immeasurably more than a list of
ancient names; it is even more than a list of Jesus’ human forebears. It is a
beautiful testimony to God’s grace and to the ministry of His Son, Jesus
Christ, the friend of sinners, who “did not come to call the righteous, but
sinners” (Matt. 9:13). If He has called sinners by grace to be His
forefathers, should we be surprised when He calls them by grace to be His
descendants? The King presented here is truly the King of grace!



The Virgin Birth (1:18-25)_

Now the birth of Jesus Christ was as follows. When His mother Mary
had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she was
found to be with child by the Holy Spirit. And Joseph her husband,
being a righteous man, and not wanting to disgrace her, desired to put
her away secretly. But when he had considered this, behold, an angel of
the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David,
do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife; for that which has been
conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit. And she will bear a Son; and you
shall call His name Jesus, for it is He who will save His people from
their sins.” Now all this took place that what was spoken by the Lord
through the prophet might be fulfilled, saying “Behold, the virgin shall
be with child, and shall bear a Son, and they shall call His name
Immanuel,” which translated means, “God with us.” And Joseph arose
from his sleep, and did as the angel of the Lord commanded him, and
took her as his wife, and kept her a virgin until she gave birth to a Son;
and he called His name Jesus. (1:18-25)

Biblical history records some amazing and spectacular births. The
birth of Isaac to a previously barren woman nearly one hundred years old,
who was laughing at the thought of having a child, was a miraculous event.
The womb of Manoah’s barren wife was opened and she gave birth to
Samson, who was to turn a lion inside out, kill a thousand men, and pull
down a pagan temple. The birth of Samuel, the prophet and anointer of



kings, to the barren Hannah, whose womb the Lord had shut, revealed
divine providential power. Elizabeth was barren, but through the power of
God she gave birth to John the Baptist, of whom Jesus said there had yet
been no one greater “among those born of women” (Matt. 11:11). But the
virgin birth of the Lord Jesus surpasses all of those.

Fantasy and mythology have counterfeited the virgin birth of Jesus
Christ with a proliferation of false accounts intended to minimize His
utterly unique birth.

For example, the Romans believed that Zeus impregnated Semele
without contact and that she conceived Dionysus, lord of the earth. The
Babylonians believed that Tammuz (see Ezek. 8:14) was conceived in the
priestess Semiramis by a sunbeam. In an ancient Sumerian/Accadian story
inscribed on a wall, Tukulti IT (890-884 B.C.) told how the gods created
him in the womb of his mother. It was even claimed that the goddess of
procreation superintended the conception of King Sennacherib (705-681
B.C). At the conception of Buddha, his mother supposedly saw a great
white elephant enter her belly. Hinduism has claimed that the divine
Vishnu, after reincarnations as a fish, tortoise, boar, and lion, descended
into the womb of Devaki and was born as her son Krishna. There is even a
legend that Alexander the Great was virgin born by the power of Zeus
through a snake that impregnated his mother, Olympias. Satan has set up
many more such myths to counterfeit the birth of Christ in order to make
it seem either common or legendary.

Modern science even speaks of parthenogenesis, which comes from
a Greek term meaning “virgin born.” In the world of honey bees,
unfertilized eggs develop into drones, or males. Artificial parthenogenesis
has been successful with unfertilized eggs of silkworms. The eggs of sea
urchins and marine worms have begun to develop when placed in various
salt solutions. In 1939 and 1940, rabbits were produced (all female)
through chemical and temperature influences on ova. Nothing like that has
ever come close to accounting for human beings; all such parthenogenesis
is impossible within the human race. Science, like mythology, has no
explanation for the virgin birth of Christ. He was neither merely the son of
a previously barren woman nor a freak of nature. By the clear testimony of
Scripture, He was conceived by God and born of a virgin.

Nevertheless, religious polls taken over the past several
generations reveal the impact of liberal theology in a marked and



continuing decline in the percentage of professed Christians who believe
in the virgin birth, and therefore in the deity, of Jesus Christ. One wonders
why they want to be identified with a person who, if their judgment of
Him were correct, had to have been either deceived or deceptive—since all
four gospels explicitly teach that Jesus considered Himself to be more
than a man. It is clear from the rest of the New Testament as well as from
historical records that Jesus, His disciples, and all of the early church held
Him to be none other than the divine Son of God. Even His enemies knew
He claimed such identity (John 5:18-47).

A popular religious personality said in an interview a few years ago
that he could not in print or in public deny the virgin birth of Christ, but
that neither could he preach it or teach it. “When I have something I can’t
comprehend,” he explained, “I just don’t deal with it.” But to ignore the
virgin birth 1s to ignore Christ’s deity. And to ignore His deity is
tantamount to denying it. Real incarnation demands a real virgin birth.

But such unbelief should not surprise us. Unbelief has been man’s
greatest problem since the Fall and has always been man’s majority view.
But “What then?” Paul asks. “If some did not believe, their unbelief will
not nullify the faithfulness of God, will it? May it never be! Rather, let
God be found true, though every man be found a liar” (Rom. 3:3-4). Every
faithful prophet, preacher, or teacher at some time has asked with Isaiah
and Paul, “Lord, who has believed our report?” (Rom. 10:16; cf. Isa. 53:1).
But popular opinion, even within the church, has not always been a
reliable source of truth. When men pick and choose which parts of God’s
Word to believe and follow, they set themselves above His Word and
therefore above Him (cf. Ps. 138:2).

Matthew’s purpose in writing his gospel account was partly
apologetic—not in the sense of making an apology for the gospel but in
the more traditional sense of explaining and defending it against its many
attacks and misrepresentations. Jesus’ humanity was often maligned and
His deity often denied. Possibly during His earthly ministry, and certainly
after His death and resurrection, it is likely Jesus was slandered by the
accusation that He was the illegitimate son of Mary by some unknown
man, perhaps a Roman soldier garrisoned in Galilee. It was Jesus’ claim of
deity, however, that most incensed the Jewish leaders and brought them to
demand His death. “For this cause therefore the Jews were seeking all the
more to kill Him, because He not only was breaking the Sabbath, but also



was calling God His own Father, making Himself equal with God” (John
5:18).

It is surely no accident, therefore, that the beginning of Matthew’s
gospel, at the outset of the New Testament, 1s devoted to establishing both
the regal humanity and the deity of Jesus Christ. Apart from Jesus’ being
both human and divine, there is no gospel. The incarnation of Jesus Christ
is the central fact of Christianity. The whole superstructure of Christian
theology is built on it. The essence and the power of the gospel is that God
became man and that, by being both wholly God and wholly man, He was
able to reconcile men to God. Jesus’ virgin birth, His substitutionary
atoning death, resurrection, ascension, and return are all integral aspects of
His deity. They stand or fall together. If any of those teachings—all clearly
taught in the New Testament—is rejected, the entire gospel is rejected.
None makes sense, or could have any significance or power, apart from the
others. If those things were not true, even Jesus’ moral teachings would be
suspect, because if He misrepresented who He was by preposterously
claiming equality with God, how could anything else He said be trusted?
Or if the gospel writers misrepresented who He was, why should we trust
their word about anything else He said or did?

Jesus once asked the Pharisees a question about Himself that men
have been asking in every generation since then: “What do you think about
the Christ, whose son is He?” (Matt. 22:42). That is the question Matthew
answers in the first chapter of this gospel. Jesus is the human Son of man
and the divine Son of God.

As we have seen, the first seventeen verses give Jesus’ human
lineage—his royal descent from Abraham through David and through
Joseph, His legal human father. The Jewish leaders of New Testament
times acknowledged that the Messiah would be of the royal line of David;
but, for the most part, they agreed on little more than that concerning Him.

History informs us that even the conservative Pharisees did not
generally believe that the Messiah would be divine. Had Jesus not claimed
to be more than the son of David, He may have begun to convince some of
the Jewish leaders of His messiahship. Once He claimed to be God,
however, they rejected Him immediately. Many people still today are
willing to recognize Him as a great teacher, a model of high moral
character, and even a prophet from God. Were He no more than those
things, however, He could not have conquered sin or death or Satan. In



short, He could not have saved the world. He would also have been guilty
of grossly misrepresenting Himself.

It is interesting that certain condescending interpreters of the New
Testament acknowledge that Matthew and other writers sincerely believed
and taught that Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit, that He had no
human father. But, they claim, those men were uneducated and captive to
the usual superstitions and myths of their times. They simply picked up on
the many virgin birth legends that were common in the ancient world and
adapted them to the gospel story.

It 1s true that pagan religions of that day, such as those of
Semiramis and Tammuz, had myths of various kinds involving miraculous
conceptions. But the immoral and repulsive character of those stories
cannot be compared to the gospel accounts. Such stories are Satan’s vile
counterfeits of God’s pure truth. Because the virgin birth of Jesus Christ is
crucial to the gospel, it is a truth that false, satanic systems of religion will
deny, counterfeit, or misrepresent.

Matthew’s account of Jesus’ divine conception is straightforward
and simple. It is given as history, but as history that could only be known
by God’s revelation and accomplished by divine miracle. It is essential to
the incarnation.

After establishing Jesus’ human lineage from David, Matthew
proceeds to show His divine “lineage.” That is the purpose of verses 18-
25, which reveal five distinct truths about the virgin birth of Christ. We
see the virgin birth conceived, confronted, clarified, connected, and
consummated.

THE VIRGIN BIRTH

Now the birth of Jesus Christ was as follows. When His mother Mary
had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she was
found to be with child by the Holy Spirit. (1:18)



Though it does not by itself prove divine authorship, the very fact
that the account of Jesus’ divine conception is given in but one verse
strongly suggests that the story was not man-made. It is simply not
characteristic of human nature to try to describe something so absolutely
momentous and marvelous in such a brief space. Our inclination would be
to expand, elaborate, and try to give every detail possible. Matthew
continues to give additional information related to the virgin birth, but the
fact of it is given in one sentence—the first sentence of verse 18 being
merely introduction. Seventeen verses are given to listing Jesus’ human
genealogy, but only part of one verse to His divine genealogy. In His
divinity He “descended” from God by a miraculous and never-repeated act
of the Holy Spirit; yet the Holy Spirit does nothing more than
authoritatively state the fact. A human fabrication would call for much
more convincing material.

Birth is from the same Greek root as “genealogy” in verse 1,
indicating that Matthew is here giving a parallel account of Jesus’ ancestry
—this time from His Father’s side.

We have little information about Mary. It is likely that she was a
native of Nazareth and that she came from a relatively poor family. From
Matthew 27:56, Mark 15:40, and John 19:25 we learn she had a sister
named Salome, the mother of James and John (who therefore were Jesus’
cousins). From Luke 3 we receive her Davidic lineage. If, as many believe,
the Eli (or Heli) of Luke 3:23 was Joseph’s father-in-law (Matthew gives
Joseph’s father as Jacob, 1:16), then Eli was Mary’s father. We know that
Elizabeth, the wife of Zacharias, was Mary’s “relative” (Luke 1:36),
probably her cousin. Those are the only relatives, besides her husband and
children, of whom the New Testament speaks.

Mary was a godly woman who was sensitive and submissive to the
Lord’s will. After the angel Gabriel’s announcement that she would be the
mother of “the Son of God,” Mary said, ‘Behold, the bondslave of the
Lord; be it done to me according to your word” (Luke 1:26-38). Mary was
also believing. She wondered how she could conceive: “How can this be,
since [ am a virgin?” (Luke 1:34). But she never questioned the angel was
sent from God or that what he said was true. Elizabeth, “filled with the
Holy Spirit,” testified of Mary, “And blessed is she who believed that there
would be a fulfillment of what had been spoken to her by the Lord” (v. 45).
Mary’s humble reverence, thankfulness, and love for God is seen in her



magnificent Magnificat, as Luke 1:46-55 is often called. It begins, “My
soul exalts the Lord, and my spirit has rejoiced in God my Savior. . . . For
the Mighty One has done great things for me; and holy is His name” (vv.
47, 49).

We know even less of Joseph than of Mary. His father’s name was
Jacob (Matt. 1:16) and he was a craftsman, a construction worker (tekton),
probably a carpenter (Matt. 13:55). Most importantly, he was a “righteous
man” (1:19), an Old Testament saint.

It is possible that both Joseph and Mary were quite young when
they were betrothed. Girls were often betrothed as young as twelve or
thirteen, and boys when they were several years older than that.

By Jewish custom, a betrothal signified more than an engagement
in the modern sense. A Hebrew marriage involved two stages, the
kiddushin (betrothal) and the huppah (marriage ceremony). The marriage
was almost always arranged by the families of the bride and groom, often
without consulting them. A contract was made and was sealed by payment
of the mohar, the dowry or bride price, which was paid by the groom or his
family to the bride’s father. The mohar served to compensate the father for
wedding expenses and to provide a type of insurance for the bride in the
event the groom became dissatisfied and divorced her. The contract was
considered binding as soon as it was made, and the man and woman were
considered legally married, even though the marriage ceremony (huppah)
and consummation often did not occur until as much as a year later. The
betrothal period served as a time of probation and testing of fidelity.
During that period the bride and groom usually had little, if any, social
contact with each other.

Joseph and Mary had experienced no sexual contact with each
other, as the phrase before they came together indicates. Sexual purity is
highly regarded in Scripture, in both testaments. God places great value on
sexual abstinence outside of marriage and sexual fidelity within marriage.
Mary’s virginity was an important evidence of her godliness. Her reason
for questioning Gabriel’s announcement of her conception was the fact
that she knew she was a virgin (Luke 1:34). This testimony protects from
accusation that Jesus was born of some other man.

But Mary’s virginity protected a great deal more than her own
moral character, reputation, and the legitimacy of Jesus’ birth. It protected
the nature of the divine Son of God. The child is never called the son of



Joseph; Joseph is never called Jesus’ father, and Joseph is not mentioned
in Mary’s song of praise (Luke 1:46-55). Had Jesus been conceived by the
act of a man, whether Joseph or anyone else, He could not have been
divine and could not have been the Savior. His own claims about Himself
would have been lies, and His resurrection and ascension would have been
hoaxes. And mankind would forever remain lost and damned.

Obviously Jesus’ conception by the Holy Spirit is a great mystery.
Even had He wanted to do so, how could God have explained to us, in
terms we could comprehend, how such a blending of the divine and human
could have been accomplished? We could no more fathom such a thing
than we can fathom God’s creating the universe from nothing, His being
one God in three Persons, or His giving an entirely new spiritual nature to
those who trust in His Son. Understanding of such things will have to
await heaven, when we see our Lord “face to face” and “know fully just as
[we] have been fully known™ (1 Cor. 13:12). We accept it by faith.

The virgin birth should not have surprised those Jews who knew
and believed the Old Testament. Because of a misinterpretation of the
phrase “A woman shall encompass a man” in Jeremiah 31:22, many rabbis
believed the Messiah would have an unusual birth. They said, “Messiah is
to have no earthly father,” and “the birth of Messiah shall be like the dew
of the Lord, as drops upon the grass without the action of man.” But even
that poor interpretation of an obscure text (an interpretation also held by
some of the church Fathers) assumed a unique birth for the Messiah.

Not only had Isaiah indicated such a birth (7:14), but even in
Genesis we get a glimpse of it. God spoke to the serpent of the enmity that
would henceforth exist between “your seed and her [Eve’s] seed” (Gen.
3:15). In a technical sense the seed belongs to the man, and Mary’s
impregnation by the Holy Spirit is the only instance in human history that
a woman had a seed within her that did not come from a man. The promise
to Abraham concerned “his seed,” a common way of referring to offspring.
This unique reference to “her seed” looks beyond Adam and Eve to Mary
and to Jesus Christ. The two seeds of Genesis 3:15 can be seen in a simple
sense as collective; that is, they may refer to all those who are part of
Satan’s progeny and to all those who a part of Eve’s. That view sees the
war between the two as raging for all time, with the people of
righteousness eventually gaining victory over the people of evil. But
“seed” also can be singular, in that it refers to one great, final, glorious



product of a woman, who will be the Lord Himself—born without male
seed. In that sense the prediction is messianic. It may be that the prophecy
looks to both the collective and the individual meanings.

Paul is very clear when he tells us that “When the fulness of the
time came, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman” (Gal. 4:4). There is
no human father in that verse. Jesus had to have one human parent or He
could not have been human, and thereby a partaker of our flesh. But He
also had to have divine parentage or He could not have made a sinless and
perfect sacrifice on our behalf.

THE VIRGIN BIRTH CONFRONTED

And Joseph her husband, being a righteous man, and not wanting to
disgrace her, desired to put her away secretly. But when he had
considered this, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a
dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as
your wife; for that which has been conceived in her is of the Holy
Spirit.” (1:19-20)

As already mentioned, although Joseph and Mary were only
betrothed at this time (v. 18), he was considered her husband and she was
considered his wife. For the very reason that he was a righteous man,
Joseph had a double problem, at least in his own mind. First, because of
his righteous moral standards, he knew that he should not go through with
the marriage because of Mary’s pregnancy. He knew that he was not the
father and assumed, quite naturally, that Mary had had relations with
another man. But second, because of his righteous love and kindness, he
could not bear the thought of shaming her publicly (a common practice of
his day in regard to such an offense), much less of demanding her death, as
provided by the law (Deut. 22:23-24). There is no evidence that Joseph felt
anger, resentment, or bitterness. He had been shamed (if what he assumed
had been true), but his concern was not for his own shame but for Mary’s.
He was not wanting to disgrace her by public exposure of her supposed



sin. Because he loved her so deeply he determined simply to put her away
secretly.

Apolud means literally to put . . . away, as translated here, but was
the common term used for divorce. Joseph’s plan was to divorce her
secretly, though before long everyone would have guessed it when the
marriage never materialized. But for a while, at least, she would be
protected, and she would live.

While he considered this, however, an angel of the Lord
appeared to him in a dream and allayed his fears. “Joseph, son of
David, do not be afraid [stop being afraid] to take Mary as your wife;
for that which has been conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit.” This
verse emphasizes the supernatural character of the whole event. To
reinforce the encouraging words, as well as to verify Jesus’ royal lineage,
the angel addressed Joseph as son of David. Even though He was not the
real son of Joseph, Jesus was his legal son. His Father, in actuality, was
God, who conceived Him by the Holy Spirit. But His royal right in the
Davidic line came by Joseph.

The phrase that which has been conceived in her is of the Holy
Spirit is profound. In those words is the ultimate testimony to the virgin
birth. It is the testimony of the holy angel from the Lord God Himself.

One critic has waved his fist at God and called Him an unholy liar
with these words: “There was nothing peculiar about the birth of Jesus. He
was not God incarnate and no virgin mother bore him. The church in its
ancient zeal fathered a myth and became bound to it as a dogma.” But the
testimony of Scripture stands.

THE VIRGIN BIRTH CLARIFIED

“And she will bear a Son; and you shall call His name Jesus, for it is
He who will save His people from their sins” (1:21)

As if to reinforce the truth of Jesus’ divine conception, the angel
tells Joseph that she will bear a Son. Joseph would act as Jesus’ earthly



father, but he would only be a foster father. Luke’s genealogy of Jesus
through Mary’s line accurately says He was “supposedly the son of
Joseph” (3:23, emphasis added).

Joseph was told to name the Son . . . Jesus, just as Zacharias was
told to name his son John (Luke 1:13). We are not told the purpose or
significance of John’s name, but that of Jesus was made clear even before
His birth. Jesus is a form of the Hebrew Joshua, Jeshua, or Jehoshua, the
basic meaning of which is “Jehovah (Yahweh) will save.” All other men
who had those names testified by their names to the Lord’s salvation. But
this One who would be born to Mary not only would testify of God’s
salvation, but would Himself be that salvation. By His own work He
would save His people from their sins.

THE VIRGIN BIRTH CONNECTED

Now all this took place that what was spoken by the Lord through the
prophet might be fulfilled, saying, “Behold, the virgin shall be with
child, and shall bear a Son, and they shall call His name Immanuel,”
which translated means, “God with us.” (1:22-23)

At this point Matthew explains that Jesus’ virgin birth was
predicted by God in the Old Testament. The Lord clearly identifies the
birth of Christ as a fulfillment of prophecy. All this refers to the facts
about the divine birth of Jesus Christ. And the great miracle of His birth
was the fulfillment of what was spoken by the Lord through the
prophet. That phrase gives a simple, straightforward definition of biblical
inspiration as the Word of the Lord coming through human instruments.
God does the saying; the human instrument is only a means to bring the
divine Word to men. Based on these words of the Lord given through
Matthew, the Old Testament text of Isaiah must be interpreted as
predicting the virgin birth of Jesus Christ.

Matthew repeatedly uses the phrase might be fulfilled (2:15, 17,
23; 8:17; 12:17; 13:35; 21:4; 26:54; etc.) to indicate ways in which Jesus,



and events related to His earthly ministry, were fulfillments of Old
Testament prophecy. The basic truths and happenings of the New
Testament were culminations, completions, or fulfillments of revelation
God had already made—though often the revelation had been in veiled and
partial form.

The scene in Isaiah 7 is the reign of King Ahaz in Judah. Though
son of the great Uzziah, he was a wicked king. He filled Jerusalem with
idols, reinstated the worship of Molech, and burned his own son as a
sacrifice to that god. Rezin, king of Syria (Aram), and Pekah, king of
Israel (also called Samaria at that time), decided to remove Ahaz and
replace him with a king who would do their bidding. In the face of such a
threat to the people of Israel and to the royal line of David, Ahaz, instead
of turning to God for help, sought the help of Tiglath-pileser, the evil king
of the Assyrians. He even plundered and sent to Tiglath-pileser the gold
and silver from the Temple.

[saiah came to Ahaz and reported that God would deliver the
people from the two enemy kings. When Ahaz refused to listen, Isaiah
responded with the remarkable messianic prophecy of 7:14.

How did a prediction of the virgin birth of Messiah fit that ancient
scene? Isaiah was telling the wicked king that no one would destroy the
people of God or the royal line of David. When the prophet said, “The
Lord shall give you a sign,” he used a plural you, indicating that Isaiah was
also speaking to the entire nation, telling them that God would not allow
Rezin and Pekah, or anyone else, to destroy them and the line of David (cf.
Gen. 49:10; 2 Sam. 7:13). Even though the people came into the hands of
Tiglath-pileser, who destroyed the northern kingdom and overran Judah on
four occasions, God preserved them just as He promised.

Isaiah also refers to another child who would be born; and before
that child (Maher-shalal-hash-baz) would be old enough to “eat curds and
honey” or “know enough to refuse evil and choose good,” the lands of
Rezin and Pekah would be forsaken (7:15-16). Sure enough, before the
child born to Isaiah’s wife was three years old those two kings were dead.
Just as that ancient prophecy of a child came to pass, so did the prophecy
of the virgin birth of the Lord Jesus Christ. Both were signs that God
would not ultimately forsake His people. The greatest sign was that
Immanuel, which translated means, “God with us,” would come.



In Isaiah 7:14, the verse here quoted by Matthew, the prophet used
the Hebrew word ‘alma. Old Testament usage of ‘al/md favors the
translation “virgin.” The word first appears in Genesis 24:43, in
connection with Rebekah, the future bride of Isaac. The King James
Version reads, “Behold I stand by the well of water; and it shall come to
pass, that when the virgin cometh forth to draw water.” In verse 16 of the
same chapter Rebekah is described as a “damsel” (na’drd) and a “virgin”

(b°tild). 1t should be concluded that ‘a/ma is never used to refer to a
married woman. The word occurs five other times in Scripture (Ex. 2:8;
Ps. 68:25; Prov. 30:19; Song of Sol. 1:3; 6:8), and in each case contains the
idea of a virgin. Until recent times, it was always translated as such by
both Jewish and Christian scholars.

The most famous medieval Jewish interpreter, Rashi (1040-1105),
who was an opponent of Christianity, made the following comment:”
‘Behold the ‘a/ma shall conceive and bear a son and shall call his name
Immanuel’ means that our Creator shall be with us. And this is the sign:
The one who will conceive is a girl (na’drd) who never in her life has had
intercourse with any man. Upon this one shall the Holy Spirit have power.”
It should be noted that in modern Hebrew the word virgin is either ‘alma

or b°tiila. Why did not Isaiah use b¢tiila? Because it is sometimes used in
the Old Testament of a married woman who is not a virgin (Deut. 22:19;
Joel 1:8).

‘Alma can mean “virgin,” and that is how the Jewish translators of
the Septuagint (Greek Old Testament) translated the word in Isaiah 7:14
(by the Greek parthenos, “virgin”)—several hundred years before the birth
of Christ. The “sign” of which Isaiah spoke was given specifically to King
Ahaz, who feared that the royal line of Judah might be destroyed by Syria
and Israel. The prophet assured the king that God would protect that line.
The birth of a son and the death of the kings would be the signs
guaranteeing His protection and preservation. And in the future there
would be a greater birth, the virgin birth of God incarnate, to assure the
covenant with God’s people.

Matthew did not give the term ‘a/mda a Christian “twist,” but used
it with the same meaning with which all Jews of that time used it. In any
case, his teaching of the virgin birth does not hinge on that word. It is
made incontestably clear by the preceding statements that Jesus’
conception was “by the Holy Spirit” (vv. 18, 20).



The name of the Son born to a virgin would be Immanuel, which
translated means, “God with us.” That name was used more as a title or
description than as a proper name. In His incarnation Jesus was, in the
most literal sense, God with us.

The fact that a virgin shall be with child is marvelous—a pregnant
virgin! Equally marvelous is that she shall call His name Immanuel.

The Old Testament repeatedly promises that God is present with
His people, to secure their destiny in His covenant. The Tabernacle and
Temple were intended to be symbols of that divine presence. The term for
tabernacle is mishkan, which comes from shakan, meaning to dwell, rest,
or abide. From that root the term shekinah. has also come, referring to the
presence of God’s glory. The child born was to be the Shekinah, the true
Tabernacle of God (cf. John 1:14). Isaiah was the instrument through
which the Word of the Lord announced that God would dwell among men
in visible flesh and blood incarnation—more intimate and personal than
the Tabernacle or Temple in which Israel had worshiped.

THE VIRGIN BIRTH CONSUMMATED

And Joseph arose from his sleep, and did as the angel of the Lord
commanded him, and took her as his wife, and kept her a virgin until
she gave birth to a Son; and he called His name Jesus. (1:24-25)

That Joseph arose from his sleep indicates that the revelatory
dream had come to him while he slept (cf. v. 20). Such unique, direct
communication from God was used on other occasions to reveal Scripture
(see Gen. 20:3; 31:10-11; Num. 12:6; 1 Kings 3:5; Job 33:14-16). It should
be noted that all six New Testament occurrences of onar (“to dream”) are
in Matthew and concern the Lord Jesus Christ (see 1:20; 2:12-13, 19, 22;
27:19).

We know nothing of Joseph’s reaction, except that he immediately
obeyed, doing as the angel of the Lord commanded him. We can
imagine how great his feelings of amazement, relief, and gratitude must



have been. Not only would he be able to take his beloved Mary as his wife
with honor and righteousness, but he would be given care of God’s own
Son while He was growing up.

That fact alone would indicate the depth of Joseph’s godliness. It is
inconceivable that God would entrust His Son into a family where the
father was not totally committed and faithful to Him.

We know nothing else of Joseph’s life except his taking the infant
Jesus to the Temple for dedication (Luke 2:22-33), his taking Mary and
Jesus into Egypt to protect Him from Herod’s bloody edict and the return
(Matt. 2:13-23), and his taking his family to the Passover in Jerusalem
when Jesus was twelve (Luke 2:42-52). We have no idea when Joseph died,
but it could have been well before Jesus began His public ministry.
Obviously it was before Jesus’ crucifixion, because from the cross Jesus
gave his mother into the care of John (John 19:26).

Apparently the marriage ceremony, when Joseph took her as his
wife, was held soon after the angel’s announcement. But he kept her a
virgin until she gave birth to a Son. Matthew makes it clear that she
remained a virgin until she gave birth, implying that normal marital
relations began after that time. The fact that Jesus’ brothers and sisters are
spoken of numerous times in the gospels (Matt. 12:46; 13:55-56; Mark
6:3; etc.) prove that Mary did not remain a virgin perpetually, as some
claim.

As a final act of obedience to God’s instruction through the angel,

Joseph called His name Jesus, indicating that He was to be the Savior (cf.
v. 21).

The supernatural birth of Jesus is the only way to account for the
life that He lived. A skeptic who denied the virgin birth once asked a
Christian, “If I told you that child over there was born without a human
father, would you believe me?” The believer replied, “Yes, if he lived as
Jesus lived.” The greatest outward evidence of Jesus’ supernatural birth
and deity 1s His life.



Fools and Wise Men
(2:1-12)

Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod
the king, behold, magi from the east arrived in Jerusalem, saying,
“Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we saw His
star in the east, and have come to worship Him.” And when Herod the
king heard it, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. And
gathering together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he
began to inquire of them where the Christ was to be born. And they
said to him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it has been written by the
prophet, ‘And you, Bethlehem, land of Judah, are by no means least
among the leaders of Judah; for out of you shall come forth a Ruler,
who will shepherd My people Israel.””

Then Herod secretly called the magi, and ascertained from
them the time the star appeared. And he sent them to Bethlehem, and
said, “Go, and make careful search for the Child; and when you have
found Him, report to me, that I too may come and worship Him.” And
having heard the king, they went their way; and lo, the star, which they
had seen in the east, went on before them, until it came and stood over
where the Child was. And when they saw the star, they rejoiced
exceedingly with great joy. And they came into the house and saw the
Child with Mary His mother; and they fell down and worshiped Him;
and opening their treasures they presented to Him gifts of gold and
frankincense and myrrh. And having been warned by God in a dream

not to return to Herod, they departed for their own country by another
way. (2:1-12)

Continuing his thrust to establish Jesus’ right to Israel’s true and
final kingship, in chapter 2 Matthew gives three additional evidences of



Jesus of Nazareth’s legitimate, unique, and absolute royal right to the
throne of David. In chapter 1 we saw the evidence of Jesus’ royal
genealogy and of His virgin birth. In the present chapter we first see the
testimony of the magi, who came to give homage and gifts to the infant
Jesus, “He who has been born King of the Jews” (2:2). The powerful
oriental kingmakers from Persia traveled a great distance to recognize and
honor a King in whose coronation they had no part, a King far greater than
any they had ever, or would ever, set on a throne.

The next evidence of Christ’s kingship is shown in a negative, or
reverse, way, through the antagonism and hatred of Herod. Herod’s devious
scheme to discover and destroy this unknown baby shows his fear that the
magi’s declaration about the Child could be correct, and gives unintended
testimony to Jesus’ true royalty. Herod knew that he himself was a usurper
to the throne on which he sat only by virtue of Rome—who herself ruled
Judah only by the “right” of military force. Herod was an Edomite, not a
Jew, and had no legitimate claim to be the Jew’s king. He therefore feared
and hated even the suggestion of a rival claimant. But even the hatred of
the false king gave indirect testimony to the identity of the true King.

The third evidence of Christ’s kingship given in chapter 2 is
presented through four fulfilled messianic prophecies. Some three hundred
thirty Old Testament predictions concern Jesus Christ. In chapter 2
Matthew points out four of those prophecies that were fulfilled during
Jesus’ infancy. There is no reasonable possibility that even those four—
much less all three hundred thirty—could have been fulfilled accidentally
in the life of a single individual. That fact in itself i1s overwhelming
evidence of God’s sovereign control of history and of the utter reliability
of His Word.

Matthew uses the four prophecies as a literary framework around
which he presents the events recorded in this chapter. Each of the
predictions is directly related to a geographical location closely related to
Jesus’ birth and early childhood. The four locations are Bethlehem, Egypt,
Ramah, and Nazareth.

The present passage—built around the prediction of Jesus’ birth in
Bethlehem—focuses on the coming of the magi to worship Jesus, the One
they somehow knew had been born King of the Jews. Within this story
we also see the reaction of Herod and of the chief priests and scribes to
that same news. In this brief text we see examples of the three basic



responses that men made to Jesus when He was on earth, the same three
responses that men throughout history have made to the Lord. Some, like
Herod, are hostile to Him; some, like the chief priests and scribes, are
indifferent to Him; and some, like the magi, worship Him.

THE ARRIVAL OF THE MAGI

Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod
the king, behold, magi from the east arrived in Jerusalem, saying,
“Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we saw His
star in the east, and have come to worship Him.” (2:1-2)

The events described in this passage probably occurred several
months after Jesus was born. We see from 2:11 that Jesus’ family was
now staying in a house rather than the stable where He was born (Luke
2:7). Jesus, therefore, would already have been circumcised, and Mary
would have completed her period of purification (Luke 2:21-27). The fact
that she offered “a pair of turtledoves, or two young pigeons” (Luke 2:24)
instead of the normal lamb (Lev. 12:6-8) indicates that the family was
poor. Had this offering been made after the magi with their expensive gifts
(Matt. 2:11) had already visited Jesus, the lamb could easily have been
afforded and would have been required.

BETHLEHEM OF JUDEA

As it still is today, Bethlehem was then a small town five or six
miles south of Jerusalem, in the fertile hill country of Judea (Judah). It is
cradled between two ridges and was located along the main ancient
highway from Jerusalem to Egypt. It was once called Ephrath, or



Ephrathah, and is referred to by that name several times in the Old
Testament (Gen. 35:16; Ruth 4:11; Ps. 132:6; Mic. 5:2). The town came to
be called Bethlehem after the conquest of Canaan under Joshua, its new
name meaning “house of bread.”

It was at Bethlehem that Jacob buried Rachel (Gen. 35:19), the
traditional site of whose tomb is still shown to tourists today. It was also
here that Ruth met and married Boaz (Ruth 1:22; 2:4) and that their
illustrious grandson, David, grew up and tended sheep (1 Sam. 17:12, 15).
By the time of Jesus’ birth, it had long been called “the city of David”
(Luke 2:4,11). The prophet Micah specifically promised that the Messiah
would come from this small village (5:2).

HEROD THE KING

This Herod, known as “the Great,” is the first of several Herods
mentioned in the New Testament. Julius Caesar had appointed his father,
Antipater, to be procurator, or governor, of Judea under the Roman
occupation. Antipater then managed to have his son Herod appointed
prefect of Galilee. In that office Herod was successful in quelling the
Jewish guerilla bands who continued to fight against their foreign rulers.
After fleeing to Egypt when the Parthians invaded Palestine, Herod then
went to Rome and in 40 B.c. was declared by Octavian and Antony (with
the concurrence of the Roman senate) to be the king of the Jews. He
invaded Palestine the next year and, after several years of fighting, drove
out the Parthians and established his kingdom.

Because he was not Jewish, but Idumean (Edomite), Herod married
Mariamne, heiress to the Jewish Hasmonean house, in order to make
himself more acceptable to the Jews he now ruled. He was a clever and
capable warrior, orator, and diplomat. In times of severe economic
hardship he gave back some tax money collected from the people. During
the great famine of 25 B.c. he melted down various gold objects in the
palace to buy food for the poor. He built theaters, race tracks, and other
structures to provide entertainment for the people, and in 19 B.Cc. he began
the reconstruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. He revived Samaria and
built the beautiful port city of Caesarea in honor of his benefactor Caesar



Augustus (Octavian’s title). He embellished the cities of Beirut,
Damascus, Tyre, Sidon, and Rhodes, and even made contributions to
rebuilding work in Athens. He built the remarkable and almost
impregnable fortress of Masada, where in A.D. 73 nearly a thousand Jewish
defenders committed suicide rather than be captured by the Roman general
Flavius Silva.

But Herod was also cruel and merciless. He was incredibly jealous,
suspicious, and afraid for his position and power. Fearing his potential
threat, he had the high priest Aristobulus, who was his wife Mariamne’s
brother, drowned—after which he provided a magnificent funeral where he
pretended to weep. He then had Mariamne herself killed, and then her
mother and two of his own sons. Five days before his death (about a year
after Jesus was born) he had a third son executed. One of the greatest
evidences of his bloodthirstiness and insane cruelty was having the most
distinguished citizens of Jerusalem arrested and imprisoned shortly before
his death. Because he knew no one would mourn his own death, he gave
orders for those prisoners to be executed the moment he died—in order to
guarantee that there would be mourning in Jerusalem. That barbaric act
was exceeded in cruelty only by his slaughter of “all the male children
who were in Bethlehem and in all its environs, from two years old and
under” (Matt. 2:16) in hopes of killing any threat to his throne from the
One the magi said had been born King of the Jews.

MAGI FROM THE EAST

Few biblical stories are as well known, yet so clouded by myth and
tradition, as that of the magi, or wise men, mentioned by Matthew. During
the Middle Ages legend developed that they were kings, that they were
three in number, and that their names were Casper, Balthazar, and
Melchior. Because they were thought to represent the three sons of Noah,
one of them is often pictured as an Ethiopian. A twelfth-century bishop of
Cologne even claimed to have found their skulls.

The only legitimate facts we know about these particular magi are
the few given by Matthew in the first twelve verses of chapter 2. We are
not told their number, their names, their means of transportation to



Palestine, or the specific country or countries from which they came. The
fact that they came from the east would have been assumed by most
people in New Testament times, because the magi were primarily known
as the priestly-political class of the Parthians—who lived to the east of
Palestine.

The magi first appear in history in the seventh century B.C. as a
tribe within the Median nation in eastern Mesopotamia. Many historians
consider them to have been Semites, which if so, made them—with the
Jews and Arabs—descendants of Noah’s son Shem. It may also be that,
like Abraham, the magi came from ancient Ur in Chaldea. The name magi
soon came to be associated solely with the hereditary priesthood within
that tribe. The magi became skilled in astronomy and astrology (which, in
that day, were closely associated) and had a sacrificial system that
somewhat resembled the one God gave to Israel through Moses. They were
involved in various occult practices, including sorcery, and were especially
noted for their ability to interpret dreams. It is from their name that our
words magic and magician are derived.

A principle element of magian worship was fire, and on their
primary altar burned a perpetual flame, which they claimed descended
from heaven. The magi were monotheistic, believing in the existence of
only one god. Because of their monotheism, it was easy for the magi to
adapt to the teaching of the sixth-century B.c. Persian religious leader
named Zoroaster, who believed in a single god, Ahura Mazda, and a
cosmic struggle between good and evil. Darius the Great established
Zoroastrianism as the state religion of Persia.

Because of their combined knowledge of science, agriculture,
mathematics, history, and the occult, their religious and political influence
continued to grow until they became the most prominent and powerful
group of advisors in the Medo-Persian and subsequently the Babylonian
empire. It is not strange, therefore, that they often were referred to as
“wise men.” It may be that “the law of the Medes and Persians” (see Dan.
6:8,12,15; Esther 1:19) was founded on the teachings of these magi.
Historians tell us that no Persian was ever able to become king without
mastering the scientific and religious disciplines of the magi and then
being approved and crowned by them, and that this group also largely
controlled judicial appointments (cf. Esther 1:13). Nergal-sar-ezer the



Rab-mag, chief of the Babylonian magi, was with Nebuchadnezzar when
he attacked and conquered Judah (Jer. 39:3).

We learn from the book of Daniel that the magi were among the
highest-ranking officials in Babylon. Because the Lord gave Daniel the
interpretation of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream—which none of the other court
seers was able to do—Daniel was appointed as “ruler over the whole
province of Babylon and chief prefect over all the wise men of Babylon”
(Dan. 2:48). Because of his great wisdom and because he had successfully
pleaded for the lives of the wise men who had failed to interpret the king’s
dream (Dan. 2:24), Daniel came to be highly regarded among the magi.
The plot against Daniel that caused him to be thrown into the lions’ den
was fomented by the jealous satraps and the other commissioners, not the
magi (Dan. 6:4-9).

Because of Daniel’s high position and great respect among them, it
seems certain that the magi learned much from that prophet about the one
true God, the God of Israel, and about His will and plans for His people
through the coming glorious King. Because many Jews remained in
Babylon after the Exile and intermarried with the people of the east, it is
likely that Jewish messianic influence remained strong in that region even
until New Testament times.

During both the Greek and Roman empires the magi’s power and
influence continued in the eastern provinces, particularly in Parthia. As
mentioned above, it was the Parthians that Herod, in behalf of Rome,
drove out of Palestine between 39 and 37 B.c., when his kingship of Judea
began. Some magi—many of them probably outcasts or false practitioners
—Ilived in various parts of the Roman Empire, including Palestine. Among
them was Simon of Samaria (Acts 8:9), whom tradition and history have
come to refer to as Simon Magus because of his “practicing magic”
(Greek, mageud, derived from the Babylonian magus, singular of magi).
The Jewish false prophet Bar-Jesus was also a sorcerer, or “magician”
(Greek, magos). These magicians were despised by both Romans and Jews.
Philo, a first-century B.C. Jewish philosopher from Alexandria, called them
vipers and scorpions.

The magi from the east (the word literally means “from the
rising” of the sun, and refers to the orient) who came to see Jesus were of a
completely different sort. Not only were they true magi, but they surely
had been strongly influenced by Judaism, quite possibly even by some of



the prophetic writings, especially that of Daniel. They appear to be among
the many God-fearing Gentiles who lived at the time of Christ, a number
of whom—such as Cornelius and Lydia (Acts 10:1-2; 16:14)—are
mentioned in the New Testament.

When these magi, however many there were, arrived in
Jerusalem, they began asking, “Where is He who has been born King of
the Jews?” The Greek construction (saying is a present participle
emphasizing continual action) suggests that they went around the city
questioning whomever they met. Because they, as foreigners, knew of the
monumental birth, they apparently assumed that anyone in Judea, and
certainly in Jerusalem, would know of this special baby’s whereabouts.
They must have been more than a little shocked to discover that no one
seemed to know what they were talking about.

During that time there was widespread expectation of the coming
of a great king, a great deliverer. The Roman historian Suetonius, speaking
of the time around the birth of Christ, wrote, “There had spread over all
the Orient an old and established belief that it was fated at that time for
men coming from Judea to rule the world.” Another Roman historian,
Tacitus, wrote that “there was a firm persuasion that at this very time the
east was to grow powerful and rulers coming from Judea were to acquire a
universal empire.” The Jewish historian Josephus reports in his Jewish
Wars that at about the time of Christ’s birth the Jews believed that one
from their country would soon become ruler of the habitable earth.

As seen in the writings of the Roman poet Virgil (70-19 B.Cc), Rome
was expecting its own golden age. Augustus Caesar, Herod’s benefactor,
had for some time been hailed as the savior of the world. Many magi could
be found in the great cities of the west, including Athens and Rome, and
were frequently consulted by Roman rulers. The Romans were looking for
a coming great age, wise men from the east had long influenced the west
with their ideas and traditions, and—though the particulars varied
considerably—there was a growing feeling that from somewhere a great
and unprecedented world leader was about to arise.

We are not told #ow the God of revelation caused the magi to know
that the King of the Jews had been born, only that He gave them the sign
of His [the One called King] star in the east. Almost as much speculation
has been made about the identity of that star as about the identity of the
men who saw it. Some suggest that it was Jupiter, the “king of the



planets.” Others claim that it was the conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn,
forming the sign of the fish—which was used as a symbol for Christianity
in the early church during the Roman persecutions. Still others claim that
it was a low-hanging meteor, an erratic comet, or simply an inner vision of
the star of destiny in the hearts of mankind.

Since the Bible does not identify or explain the star, we cannot be
dogmatic, but it may have been the glory of the Lord—the same glory that
shone around the shepherds when Jesus’ birth was announced to them by
the angel (Luke 2:9). Throughout the Old Testament we are told of God’s
glory being manifested as light, God radiating His presence (Shekinah) in
the form of ineffable light. The Lord guided the children of Israel through
the wilderness by “a pillar of cloud by day... and in a pillar of fire by
night” (Ex. 13:21). When Moses went up on Mount Sinai, “to the eyes of
the sons of Israel the appearance of the glory of the Lord was like a
consuming fire on the mountaintop” (Ex. 24:17). On a later occasion, after
Moses had inscribed the Ten Commandments on stone tablets, His face
still glowed with the light of God’s glory when he returned to the people
(Ex. 34:30).

When Jesus was transfigured before Peter, James, and John, “His
face shone like the sun, and His garments became as white as light” (Matt.
17:2). On the Damascus road, just before Jesus spoke to him, Saul of
Tarsus was surrounded by “a light from heaven” (Acts 9:3), which he later
explained was “brighter than the sun” (26:13). In John’s first vision on the
Island of Patmos, he saw Christ’s face “like the sun shining in its strength”
(Rev. 1:16). In his vision of the New Jerusalem, the future heavenly
dwelling of all believers, he reports that “the city has no need of the sun or
of the moon to shine upon it, for the glory of God has illumined it, and its
lamp is the Lamb” (Rev. 21:23).

Both the Hebrew (kékab) and the Greek (astér) words for star were
also used figuratively to represent any great brilliance or radiance. Very
early in the Old Testament the Messiah is spoken of as a “star [that] shall
come forth from Jacob” (Num. 24:17), and at the end of the New
Testament He refers to Himself as “the bright morning star” (Rev. 22:16).
It was surely the glory of God, blazing as if it were an extremely bright
star—visible only to the eyes for whom it was intended to be seen—that
appeared to the magi in the east and later guided them to Bethlehem. It
was a brilliant manifestation of “the sign of the Son of Man” (see Matt.



24:29-30; Rev. 1:7). The Shekinah glory of God stood over Bethlehem just
as, centuries before, it had stood over the Tabernacle in the wilderness.
And just as the pillar of cloud gave light to Israel but darkness to Egypt
(Ex. 14:20), only the eyes of the magi were opened to see God’s great light
over Bethlehem.

That the magi were not following the star is clear from the fact that
they had to inquire about where Jesus was born. They saw His star in the
east, but there 1s no evidence that it continued to shine or that it led them
to Jerusalem. It was not until they were told of the prophesied birthplace
of the Messiah (2:5-6) that the star reappeared and then guided them not
only to Bethlehem but to the exact place “where the Child was” (v. 9).

These travelers from the east had come to Palestine with but one
purpose: to find the One born King of the Jews and worship Him. The
word worship is full of meaning, expressing the idea of falling down,
prostrating oneself, and kissing the feet or the hem of the garment of the
one honored. That truth in itself shows that they were true seekers after
God, because when He spoke to them, in whatever way it was, they heard
and responded. Despite their paganism, quasi-science, and superstition
they recognized God’s voice when He spoke. Though having had limited
spiritual light, they immediately recognized God’s light when it shone on
them. They had genuinely seeking hearts, hearts that the Lord promises
will never fail to find Him (Jer. 29:13).

On a plane trip several years ago I was hoping that whoever sat
next to me would take a nap and not want to talk, so that I could get some
urgent work done. The Lord obviously had other plans, because as soon as
the man next to me saw I was studying he asked if I were a teacher. I
replied that I was not a classroom teacher but that I did teach the Bible.
His next question was, “Can you tell me how to have a personal
relationship with Jesus Christ?”” After | explained the way of salvation, he
received Christ. He was looking for God’s light and, like the magi, when
he saw it he knew it.

TaE AcGITATION OF HEROD



And when Herod the king heard it, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem
with him. And gathering together all the chief priests and scribes of
the people, he began to inquire of them where the Christ was to be
born. And they said to him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it has been
written by the prophet, ‘And you, Bethlehem, land of Judah, are by no
means least among the leaders of Judah; for out of you shall come
forth a Ruler, who will shepherd My people Israel.””

Then Herod secretly called the magi, and ascertained from
them the time the star appeared. And he sent them to Bethlehem, and
said, “Go, and make careful search for the Child; and when you have

found Him, report to me, that I too may come and worship Him.” (2:3-
§)

The response of Herod was exactly the opposite of that of the
magi. Whereas the magi rejoiced at hearing of Jesus’ birth, when Herod
the king heard it, he was troubled. The king’s anxiety is not hard to
understand. In the first place, he was sitting on a political and religious
powder keg. He had driven the Parthians out of Palestine but had to
continue fighting the bands of Jewish zealots who wanted their country to
be free from Roman occupation and domination. Especially in light of his
intense jealousy and paranoia, any mention of another king of the Jews
sent him into a frenzy of fear and anger.

The fact that the magi themselves were probably Parthians, or
closely associated with the Parthians, gave Herod special cause for
concern. Because the magi at this time were still powerful in the east, it is
likely that they traveled with a large contingent of soldiers and servants—
causing their presence in Jerusalem to seem even more threatening to
Herod. Because of their wealth, prestige, and power, they had the
appearance and demeanor of royalty—which is why they have long been
traditionally pictured and sung about as kings from the Orient. The magi
were not simple mystics and, as mentioned above, their number could
have been considerably more than three. To Herod, the appearance of this
impressive company portended a renewed political threat from the east.
And though He was by now some seventy years old, he wanted to maintain
his position and power to the end, and did not want to spend his last years
in warfare.



The ruling body in the Parthian-Persian empire at this time was
much like the Roman senate. They were the king-makers in an almost
absolute way, and were composed entirely of magi. They had become
discontent with the weak king that presently ruled them and were looking
for someone more capable to lead them in a campaign against Rome.
Caesar Augustus was old and feeble, and since the retirement of Tiberius
the Roman army had had no commander in chief. The time was propitious
for the east to make its move against Rome.

That all Jerusalem with him was also troubled may indicate that
their concern, like Herod’s, was political and military. Perhaps they too
viewed the magi as the precursors of another conquest by the Parthians,
who had sent this forward body ahead to discover and perhaps even crown
some new king that would rule Palestine in Parthia’s behalf—much in the
same way that Herod ruled it in Rome’s behalf. The fact that the magi
came to worship the newborn king would not have indicated to Herod or
the others in Jerusalem that the mission of the magi was purely religious.
The magi had long been known as much for their politics as for their
religion, and the practice of worshiping the king or emperor was then
common 1in both the east and the west.

It is more likely, however, that the concern of the populace was not
directly about the magi but about Herod’s reaction to them. By bitter
experience they knew that Herod’s agitation usually meant maniacal
bloodshed. He did not bother to identify his enemies carefully. Anyone
even suspected of doing him harm or of threatening his position or power
was in considerable danger. In his sweeping carnage many totally innocent
people were often destroyed. The people’s fear for their own safety was
well founded. Although Herod’s maliciousness was not vented against
Jerusalem, it would shortly be vented against Bethlehem, her small
neighbor to the south, when the enraged king ordered the slaughter of all
the infant male children there (Matt. 2:16). Herod feared for the throne,
which was not really his, and Jerusalem knew what Herod’s fear meant. It
meant rebellion, bloodshed, and terrible suffering.

Herod’s first response to the news of the magi was to gather
together all the chief priests and scribes of the people and to inquire of
them where the Christ was to be born. Obviously Herod connected the
King of the Jews with the Messiah, the Christ. Though Herod was not
himself a Jew he knew Jewish beliefs and customs rather well. The current



messianic expectations of most Jews at that time was more for a political
and military deliverer than a spiritual savior—an expectation apparently
shared by Jesus’ own disciples (Acts 1:6).

THE CHIEF PRIESTS

All Jewish priests were of the priestly tribe of Levi and, even more
particularly, descendants of Aaron, the first high priest. In some ways the
priests were like the magi, having considerable political as well as
religious power.

First among the chief priests was the high priest. According to Old
Testament law, there was to be but one high priest at a time, who served
for life and whose special and unique duty it was to enter the Holy of
Holies once a year on the Day of Atonement and offer sacrifice for all the
people. But by the time of Christ the office had become subject to political
favoritism and even purchase. High priests were appointed and removed at
the whim of various rulers. Consequently, there were often several living
at one time. And, though the ones who had been removed from office lost
their high priestly function, they usually kept the title, as well as
considerable prestige and power (see Luke 3:2). The ruling high priest also
presided over the Sanhedrin, a type of combined senate and supreme court,
made up of seventy of the key Jewish religious leaders.

Another of the chief priests was the captain of the Temple, who
was appointed by and responsible to the high priest. Among his powers,
approved by the Romans, was that of arrest and imprisonment. He
therefore was allowed to have a rather large contingent of soldiers, all
Jewish, at his disposal, who acted as the Temple police. He ranked second
to the high priest in authority.

The others included among the chief priests were not a particular
category but were composed of various other leading, influential priests,
including the leaders of the daily and weekly course of priests, the Temple
treasurer, and other Temple overseers and officials. Together with the high
priests and the captain of the Temple, they formed the priestly aristocracy
often referred to loosely as the chief priests. For the most part, these chief
priests were Sadducees, whereas the normal priests were Pharisees. By



New Testament times they had become little more than a group of corrupt,
religiously oriented politicians. From the time of Jesus’ birth to His
crucifixion they are shown by the gospel writers to have been in
opposition to the true revelation and work of the Lord.

SCRIBES

The scribes were primarily Pharisees, authorities on Jewish law,
scriptural and traditional, who were often referred to as lawyers. They had
considerable prestige among Jews, and were recognized as the key
scholars of religious Judaism. They were conservative theologically, held a
literalistic view of Scripture, and were generally legalistic and strict in
regard to both ceremonial and moral law. Those of the scribes who were
Sadducees were liberal in their interpretation of Scripture, not believing in
such things as the resurrection and angels (Acts 23:8). Whether
conservative or liberal, however, the scribes of Jesus’ day were alike in
their opposition to Him.

Herod called together all of those Jewish religious leaders, who
were both politicians and theologians, in order to inquire of them where
the Christ was to be born (the imperfect tense of inquire suggests a
constant asking). Although they proved that they knew where His birth
was predicted to be (common knowledge among the Jews, John 7:42), they
showed no belief or special interest in the announcement of the magi that
they had seen the star given as a sign of that birth.

In any case, the chief priests and scribes told Herod what he
wanted to know, referring him to the specific passage (Mic. 5:2) where the
birthplace is predicted. Out of Bethlehem would come forth a Ruler. The
last phrase, Who will shepherd My people Israel, is not from Micah, but
does express the emphasis of One who would rule. Either the Jews said
this or Matthew added the words as his own comment to indicate the kind
of Ruler the Christ would be. Though the popular idea of a shepherd is
that of kind, tender care (Ps. 23), the Scripture emphasis is also on
authority and strong, even stern, leadership. The combination of a Ruler
(hégemon) who will shepherd (poimaind) shows that the shepherding
function 1s more than tender care. It is sovereign dominance. Nowhere is



that made more clear than by the use of the verb poimaind in Revelation
2:27; 12:5; and 19:15. In each of those verses the verb is justifiably
translated “rule”—and “with a rod of iron” at that. Its appearance in
Revelation 7:17, as well as its use in John 21:16; Acts 20:28; and 1 Peter
5:2, could warrant a similar rendering. The point is that the statement here
in Matthew is a consistent elucidation of the idea of a shepherd’s being a
Ruler, and thus fits the intent of Micah’s prediction. Unlike Herod, Jesus
not only would be a legitimate King of the Jews, but would also be the
final and perfect Ruler of Israel.

Even the unbelieving, politicized, self-serving Jewish leaders
recognized that God’s Word clearly spoke of a literal, personal Messiah—a
historical figure, born in Bethlehem in Judea, come to rule Israel. They did
not accept Him when He was born or when He preached and taught or
when He suffered and died; they were, in fact, His supreme enemies. Yet
they acknowledged that the One predicted to come would be sent by the
Lord to rule the Lord’s people. Contrary to what many, perhaps most,
unbelieving Jews today think, those ancient teachers of Israel knew that
the coming Messiah, the Christ, would be more than a godly attitude or
the personified perfection of the Jewish kingdom. The Messiah would be a
real man born among men, sent to rule men. Those chief priests and
scribes had a far from perfect idea of what Christ would be like and of
what He would do, but they had more than enough knowledge to have
enabled them to recognize Him when He came and to know that they, like
the magi, should worship Him. They knew, but they did not believe.
Consequently, a few years later their initial indifference to Jesus would
turn to rejection and persecution. These who now ignored Him would soon
become His hateful, venomous murderers.

The magi had much less knowledge of the true God than did the
Jewish leaders, but what they knew of Him they believed and followed.
The Jewish leaders had the letter of God’s Word, which, by itself, kills
because it judges and condemns those who know it but do not know and
accept the One who has given it. The Gentile magi, on the other hand, had
little of the letter of God’s Word but were remarkably responsive to God’s
Spirit, who “gives life” (2 Cor. 3:6).

We see in this account the three typical responses to Jesus Christ
that men have made throughout history. Some, like Herod, are
immediately hateful, wanting to know nothing of God’s way except how to



attack and, if possible, destroy it. Others, like the chief priests and scribes,
pay little if any attention to God and His way. They are those over whom
Jeremiah heartbrokenly lamented, “Is it nothing to all you who pass this
way?” (Lam. 1:12). What they know of God they do not accept or obey. At
most, He is given lip service. Eventually, of course, this second group
inevitably joins the first—because indifference to God is simply hatred
that is concealed and rejection that is delayed.

Others, however, like the magi from the east, accept the Lord when
He comes to them. They may have little of His light initially, but because
they know it 1s His light, they believe, obey, and worship—and live.

After Herod received the information he wanted from the Jewish
leaders, he secretly called the magi, and ascertained the time the star
appeared. His concern was for the time of the star’s appearance, not its
meaning or significance. It was enough for him to know only that the sign
pointed to the birth of someone who could be a threat to his own power
and position. The time of the star’s appearance would indicate the age of
the child who had been born.

Herod then instructed the magi to proceed with their mission and
then report their findings to him as they returned home. He hypocritically
gave them a good-sounding reason for wanting to know the exact location
and identity of the Child—in order that I too may come and worship
Him. His ultimate purpose, of course, was made clear by what he actually
did. When the magi, again obedient to the Lord’s leading (2:12), did not
report to Herod, he ordered his soldiers to slaughter every male child in
and around Bethlehem that was under two years of age (v. 16), in order to
guarantee, he thought, the destruction of his rival newborn “King.”

THE ADORATION BY THE MAGI

And having heard the king, they went their way; and lo, the star, which
they had seen in the east, went on before them, until it came and stood
over where the Child was. And when they saw the star, they rejoiced
exceedingly with great joy. And they came into the house and saw the



Child with Mary His mother; and they fell down and worshiped Him;
and opening their treasures they presented to Him gifts of gold and
frankincense and myrrh. And having been warned by God in a dream
not to return to Herod, they departed for their own country by another
way. (2:9-12)

We are not told what, if anything, the magi told Herod. They had no
way of knowing his wicked intent. They proceeded to Bethlehem, not
because of Herod’s instruction, but because at last they knew where to find
the One they had come to worship. The Lord gave them even more specific
help, leading them directly to Jesus. The star, which they had seen in the
east, went on before them, until it came and stood over where the
Child was. That the star was not a physical heavenly body is again evident
from the fact that it was able to stand directly over the house where Jesus
and His family now lived—-which for obvious reasons could not be
possible for an actual star (cf. Ex. 40:34-38; Ezek. 10:4).

The magi were overwhelmed that the special star reappeared to
them. It seems almost as if Matthew was at a loss for words to describe
their ecstasy: And when they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly
with great joy. The original text piles up superlatives to emphasize the
extent of exhilaration they felt, thus indicating to us their uniquely strong
interest in this great event.

Joseph and his family were no longer in the stable but had found a
house in which to live until the Lord told them where to go and what to do
next. It was there that the magi found the One for whom they had so
diligently searched, and at last they fell down and worshiped Him. In His
wonderful grace God had led them to His Son and allowed them to see
Him face to face. Charles Wesley captured the experience in his beautiful
Christmas hymn: “Veiled in flesh the Godhead see; hail the incarnate
deity; pleased as man with men to dwell, Jesus our Immanuel!”

Matthew i1s careful to say that the magi worshiped Him, that is,
the Child, not His mother. They knew better than Cornelius, who
attempted to worship the apostle Peter (Acts 10:25), and the crowd at
Lystra who tried to offer sacrifices to Paul and Barnabas (Acts 14:11-13).
No doubt the magi were delighted to meet both Mary and Joseph, who had
been so specially favored by God to be entrusted with caring for His own



Son while He grew to manhood. But they worshiped only Jesus. Only He
was God, and only He was worthy of adoration.

It was also to Him that they presented their gifts of gold and
frankincense and myrrh. Their giving was not so much an addition to
their worship as an element of it. The gifts were an expression of worship,
given out of the overflow of adoring and grateful hearts.

Right worship is always, and must be, the only basis for right
giving and right learning and right service. Giving that is generous but
done apart from a loving relationship with God is empty giving. Learning
that is orthodox and biblical but is learned apart from knowing and
depending on the Source of truth, is empty knowledge, like that of the
chief priests and scribes. Service that is demanding and sacrificial but
done in the power of the flesh or for the praise of men is empty service.

Throughout history gold has been considered the most precious of
metals and the universal symbol of material value and wealth. It was used
extensively in the construction of the Temple (see 1 Kings 6-7, 9; 2 Chron.
2-4). It was also a symbol of nobility and royalty (see Gen. 41:4; 1 Kings
10:1-13; etc.). Matthew continually presents Christ as the King, and here
we see the King of the Jews, the King of kings, appropriately being
presented with royal gifts of gold.

The Savior of the world is also the true King of the world, and He
will not be Savior of those who will not accept Him as sovereign Lord. As
wonderful as Jesus’ saviorhood was to them, the early Christians’ first
known creed was “Jesus is Lord,” acknowledging His rule.

The great British admiral Lord Nelson was known for treating
vanquished opponents with courtesy and kindness. After one naval victory
a defeated officer strode confidently across the quarterdeck of Nelson’s
ship and offered the admiral his hand. With his own hand remaining at his
side, Nelson replied, “Your sword first, sir, and then your hand.” Before
we can be Christ’s friends, we must be His subjects. He must be our Lord
before He can be our elder Brother.

Frankincense was a costly, beautiful-smelling incense that was
used only for the most special of occasions. It was used in the grain
offerings at the Tabernacle and Temple (Lev. 2:2,15-16), in certain royal
processions (Song of Sol. 3:6-7), and sometimes at weddings if it could be
afforded.



Origen, the great church Father, suggested that frankincense was
the incense of deity. In the Old Testament it was stored in a special
chamber in front of the Temple and was sprinkled on certain offerings as a
symbol of the people’s desire to please the Lord.

Myrrh was also a perfume, not quite so expensive as frankincense
but nevertheless valuable. Some interpreters suggest that myrrh represents
the gift for a mortal, emphasizing Jesus’ humanity. This perfume is
mentioned often in Scripture, beginning in Genesis (37:25; 43:11). Mixed
with wine it was also used as an anesthetic (Mark 15:23), and mixed with
other spices it was used in preparation of bodies for burial, even Jesus’
body (John 19:39).

Those were the magi’s gifts to Jesus. Gold for His royalty,
frankincense for His deity, and myrrh for His humanity.

We do not know what was done with the gifts, but it seems
reasonable that they were used to finance the trip to Egypt and to help
support the family while there (see Matt. 2:13-15).

With their mission of worship and adoration completed, the magi
left Bethlehem. But having been warned by God in a dream not to
return to Herod, they departed for their own country by another way.
No doubt they expected to hear at a later date the details of the life and
accession to the throne of the Child born in Bethlehem.

The warning by God suggests that He was directly communicating
with these men, and that their role in the whole event was by divine
design. In fact, it may have been the same method, a dream, by which He
originally brought them to Jerusalem in search of the King. The use of
dreams as a means of divine communication is seen in Genesis 28:12;
31:11; Numbers 12:6; 1 Kings 3:5; and Job 33:14-16. Even the birth of
Christ was accompanied by other special revelatory dreams (Matt. 1:20-
23; 2:13,19-20, 22).

So the magi avoided Herod and traveled a homeward route that
would allow them to escape his notice—a feat that was not simple, due to
the nature and size of their entourage.

Scripture records nothing else about these unusual visitors from the
east, but blessed and grateful as they were, they surely must have
witnessed of the Messiah in their own country. Because they were among
the kingmakers of Parthia, it is likely that the news of Jesus became as



well known in the courts of the east as it one day would become in the
palace of Caesar (Phil. 1:13; cf. 4:22).



The King Fullfills
Prophecy (2:13-23)

Now when they had departed, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to
Joseph in a dream, saying, “Arise and take the Child and His mother,
and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for Herod is going
to search for the Child to destroy Him.” And he arose and took the
Child and His mother by night, and departed for Egypt; and was there
until the death of Herod, that what was spoken by the Lord through
the prophet might be fulfilled, saying, “Out of Egypt did I call My
Son.”

Then when Herod saw that he had been tricked by the magi, he
became very enraged, and sent and slew all the male children who
were in Bethlehem and in all its environs, from two years old and
under, according to the time which he had ascertained from the magi.
Then that which was spoken through Jeremiah the prophet was
fulfilled, saying, “A voice was heard in Ramah, weeping and great
mourning, Rachel weeping for her children; and she refused to be
comforted, because they were no more.”

But when Herod was dead, behold, an angel of the Lord
appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt, saying, “Arise and take the
Child and His mother, and go into the land of Israel; for those who
sought the Child’s life are dead.” And he arose and took the Child and
His mother, and came into the land of Israel. But when he heard that
Archelaus was reigning over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was
afraid to go there. And being warned by God in a dream, he departed
for the regions of Galilee, and came and resided in a city called
Nazareth, that what was spoken through the prophets might be
fulfilled, “He shall be called a Nazarene.” (2:13-23)



The first of the four Old Testament passages around which
Matthew presents the events of chapter 2 is that of the Messiah’s being
born in Bethlehem (2:6; cf. Mic. 5:2), which has been discussed in relation
to the coming of the magi. The other three are given in the present text.
One refers to the escape to Egypt, another to the slaughter at Ramah, and
the other to the return to Nazareth.

THE EscaApre To EGYPT

Now when they had departed, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to
Joseph in a dream, saying, “Arise and take the Child and His mother,
and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for Herod is going
to search for the Child to destroy Him.” And he arose and took the
Child and His mother by night, and departed for Egypt; and was there
until the death of Herod, that what was spoken by the Lord through
the prophet might be fulfilled, saying, “Out of Egypt did I call My
Son.” (2:13-15)

The coming of the magi no doubt was a time of great
encouragement and assurance to Joseph and Mary, confirming the
wondrous words of the angels to them (Matt. 1:20-23; Luke 1:26-38), to
Zacharias (Luke 1:11-20), and to the shepherds (Luke 2:8-14). It also
confirmed the testimonies of Elizabeth (Luke 1:39-45) and of Simeon and
Anna (Luke 2:25-38) about the Child to whom Mary gave birth. Even
these wise men from far-off Parthia had been told the news by God and
came to worship Jesus and give Him gifts.

But the rejoicing was short-lived. No sooner had the magi
departed than an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream,
giving him a warning from God. This news was not of joy and hope, but of
danger and urgency. Arise and take the Child and His mother, and flee
to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for Herod is going to



search for the Child to destroy Him. Just as the magi had been warned
by God to disobey Herod (v. 12), Joseph was now warned by God to flee
the evil, murderous king.

From pheugo (to flee) we get our word fugitive, one who escapes
from something or someone. The word is here in the present imperative,
indicating the beginning of action that is to be continued. Joseph and his
family were immediately to begin fleeing, and were not to stop until they
were safely within Egypt and beyond the reach of Herod. The distance
from Bethlehem to the border of Egypt was about 75 miles, and another
100 miles or so would have been required to get to a place of safety in that
country. Traveling with a baby made the trip both slower and more
difficult.

Egypt was a natural asylum for the young Jewish family. During
the period of Greek rule of the Mediterranean world, which occurred
during the intertestamental period, Alexander the Great established a
sanctuary for Jews in Alexandria, the Egyptian city he named for himself.
Throughout the Roman rule that followed, that city was still considered a
special place of safety and opportunity for Jews. The Jewish philosopher
and historian Philo, himself a prominent resident of Alexandria, reported
that by A.D. 40, a few years after the death of Christ, the city’s population
included at least one million Jews. In the third century B.Cc. a group of
Jewish scholars in Alexandria had produced the Septuagint, a translation
of the Old Testament from Hebrew into Greek. The Septuagint was used by
much of the early church, and it was from that version of the Old
Testament that many New Testament writers quote.

As mentioned in the previous chapter, it seems reasonable that
Joseph used the valuable gifts of the magi (the gold, frankincense, and
myrrh) to pay for the trip to Egypt and the stay there, where the Lord
instructed Joseph to keep his family until I tell you.

Obviously God could have protected His Son in many other ways
and in many other places, even in Bethlehem or Jerusalem, under Herod’s
very nose. He could have blinded Herod’s soldiers, destroyed them by an
angel, or simply have miraculously hidden the family. But God chose to
protect Him by the very ordinary and unmiraculous means of flight to a
foreign country. The commands to go to Egypt and then to leave were
given supernaturally, but the trip itself and the stay there were, as far as we
are told, marked by no special divine intervention or provision. The family



was not instantly transported to Egypt, but had to make the long, tiresome
journey on their own, just as hundreds of other Jewish families had done
during the previous several centuries. To decrease the chance of being
noticed, Joseph took the common precaution of leaving by night, probably
telling no one of his plans.

We know nothing of the stay in Egypt except the bare fact that
Jesus and His family were there. Countless speculations have been made
about the sojourn. Some ancient writers, supposing perhaps to enhance and
improve on the biblical account, manufactured stories of the baby Jesus
healing a demon-possessed child by placing His swaddling clothes on the
afflicted child’s head, of causing robbers to flee into the desert, and of
causing idols to disintegrate as He walked by them. Others, such as the
second-century pagan philosopher Celsus, sought to discredit Jesus by
claiming that He spent His childhood and early manhood in Egypt learning
the occultic practices for which that country had long been famous. Like
many Jewish opponents of Christianity during his day, Celsus maintained
that Jesus then returned to Palestine to impress the people with miracles
and deceive them into thinking He was the Messiah.

It 1s likely that the stay in Egypt until the death of Herod lasted
no more than a few months. It is now that we are told the primary reason
for the family’s going to Egypt: that what was spoken by the Lord
through the prophet might be fulfilled, saying, “Out of Egypt did I call
My Son.” The Old Testament writers were the Lord’s spokesmen. Just as
they had no way of knowing, apart from divine revelation, that the
Messiah would be born in Bethlehem, they had no other way of knowing
that He would live awhile in Egypt. The flight to Egypt was one more
piece of divine evidence that Jesus was God’s Son, the promised Messiah.

Seven centuries earlier God had told Hosea that “out of Egypt I
called My son” (Hos. 11:1). Herod’s threat was no surprise to the Lord,
who, long before Herod was born, had made plans to foil that wicked
king’s plans against the true King. The reference to “My son” in the book
of Hosea is to the nation Israel. It was a historical statement about what
God had done in delivering His people from bondage under Pharaoh,
calling them out from Egypt under the leadership of Moses. Why, then, did
Matthew interpret as predictive an event that occurred perhaps 700 years
before Hosea and an additional 700 years before Matthew quoted Hosea?



The setting of the book of Hosea is failure, decadence, and spiritual
tragedy. Through the unfaithfulness of his own wife, Gomer, Hosea vividly
portrays the unfaithfulness of Israel to the Lord. Gomer was a physical
prostitute, and Israel was a spiritual prostitute. God’s chosen people had
chased after false gods as unashamedly as Gomer had chased after her
lovers. Though Hosea’s heart was grieved and broken, he continued to love
his wife and sought to win her back. She wound up in a brothel, having lost
all sense of decency and shame. The Lord then commanded Hosea to
redeem her: “Go again, love a woman who is loved by her husband, yet an
adulteress, even as the Lord loves the sons of Israel, though they turn to
other gods” (Hos. 3:1). The prophet then bought Gomer’s freedom “for
fifteen shekels of silver and a homer and a half of barley” (v. 2). He
brought her home, gave her back her place of honor as his wife, and
continued to love her as he had before. She was his wife, and he
maintained his covenant. Hosea 11:3-4 tells how God taught the Israelites,
carried them, healed them, led them, loved them, eased their burdens, and
fed them. He called them from Egypt in order to be faithful to them, in
spite of their unfaithfulness to Him.

Despite everything, God promised to bring Israel back to Himself.
Israel would suffer His rebuke and His judgment, but one day that people
would return to their God, because He had called Israel to be His son. Thus
God reminded His people of His great and long-lasting love for them.
“When Israel was a youth I loved him, and out of Egypt I called My son”
(Hos. 11:1). He would not go back on that calling. When Matthew quotes
the last part of that verse from Hosea, he applies it to Christ. Though
Hosea was not knowingly predicting that the Messiah would also one day
be brought out of Egypt, Matthew shows that Jesus’ return from Egypt was
pictured by Israel’s calling from that same country many centuries earlier.
The Exodus, therefore, was a type of Jesus’ return from Egypt with Joseph
and Mary. As God had once brought the people of Israel out of Egypt to be
His chosen nation, He now had brought out His greater Son to be the
Messiah.

A type is a nonverbal prediction, an Old Testament person or event
that illustrates some aspect of the person and work of the Lord Jesus
Christ in the future but does not specifically describe it; the writer has no
way to see the future antitype. God’s nonverbal predictions are as true and
vivid as His verbal ones. But we cannot legitimately call a person or event



a true Old Testament type except as the Bible itself tells us of it. The only
certain Old Testament types are those given as such in the New Testament.
No type is in itself visibly a type; such reality awaits the New Testament
identification. When the New Testament uses something in the Old as a
prefigurement of something that has occurred or will occur later, we can
safely refer to the Old Testament something as a type. Ignoring such limits
results in the freedom to allegorize, spiritualize, and typify the Old
Testament by whimsy. Because types are veiled revelation, divine
testimony to their identity must be given by the Holy Spirit in the New
Testament text. Therefore, because of the specific association that
Matthew gives here, we know that the Exodus of Israel from Egypt is a
type of Jesus’ return from Egypt as a young child.

In a still deeper sense Jesus came out of Egypt with Israel under
Moses. As Matthew has already shown, Jesus descended from Abraham
and from the royal line of David. Had Israel perished in Egypt, or in the
wilderness, or in any other way, the Messiah could not Himself have come
out of Egypt or even have been born.

THE SLAUGHTER AT RAMAH

Then when Herod saw that he had been tricked by the magi, he
became very enraged, and sent and slew all the male children who
were in Bethlehem and in all its environs, from two years old and
under, according to the time which he had ascertained from the magi.
Then that which was spoken through Jeremiah the prophet was
fulfilled, saying, “A voice was heard in Ramah, weeping and great
mourning, Rachel weeping for her children; and she refused to be
comforted, because they were no more.” (2:16-18)

The third fulfilled prophecy that Matthew mentions in chapter 2 is
that of Herod’s brutal slaughter in Bethlehem. After Joseph had secretly
taken Jesus and His mother to the safety of Egypt, the malevolent Herod,



enraged by the magi’s failure to report back to him (see 2:7-8), committed
one of the bloodiest acts of his career, and certainly the cruelest.

The Greek word empaizd generally carried the idea of mocking,
and is so translated in the King James Version of this passage. The root
meaning is “to play like a child,” especially in the sense of making sport
of or jesting. It is used to describe the accusations and taunts of Jesus’
enemies against Him (Matt. 20:19; 27:41; Mark 15:20; Luke 22:63; 23:11;
etc.). But the idea in Matthew 2:16 is better rendered as tricked. Either
meaning, however, refers to Herod’s perception of the motives of the
magi, not their true intention. It was not their purpose to trick or mock the
king but simply to obey God’s command “not to return to Herod” (v. 12).
The king, of course, knew nothing of God’s warning and saw only that the
wise men did not do as he had instructed.

Herod’s hatred of the newborn contender to his throne began when
he first heard the news of His birth. The purpose of having the magi report
back to him was to learn the exact information needed to discover and
destroy the Child—not to worship Him, as he had deceitfully told the magi
(2:8). The magi’s going home by another way, and so avoiding Herod,
added infuriation to hatred, so that he became very enraged.

Thumoo (to be enraged) is a strong word, made still stronger by
lian (very, or better, exceedingly). The Greek is in the passive voice,
indicating that Herod had lost control of his passion and now was
completely controlled by it. His senses, and what little judgment he may
have had, were blinded. He did not bother to consider that, because the
magi did not return to him, they probably had guessed his wicked intent
and that, if so, they would surely have warned the family. The family, in
turn, would have long fled Bethlehem and probably the country. In light of
Herod’s perverted mind, however, he possibly would have taken the same
cruel action—out of the same senseless rage and frustration—even had he
known that the primary object of his hatred had escaped. If he was not able
to guarantee killing Jesus by killing the other babies, he would kill them in
place of Jesus.

In any case Herod’s rage was vented in the desperate and heartless
slaughter of all the male children who were in Bethlehem and in all its
environs, from two years old and under. He went up to the age of two
because of the time which he had ascertained from the magi. Jesus was
probably no older than six months at this time, but even if that had been



the age Herod determined from the magi’s information (2:7), it is likely he
would have taken no chances. Killing all the male babies up to age two
was a small precaution in his evil thinking, in case the magi had
miscalculated or deceived him.

Herod’s crime was made even more vile and heinous by the fact
that he knew that the Child he sought to destroy was the Messiah, the
Christ. He questioned the chief priests and scribes specifically about
“where the Christ was to be born” (2:4). He arrogantly and stupidly set
himself against God’s very Anointed (cf. 1 Cor. 16:22).

It seems as if, from the earliest part of his message, Matthew
wanted to portray the rejection of the Messiah by those from among whom
He came and in whose behalf He first came (Acts 3:26; Rom. 1:16). The
chief priests and the scribes, along with the many other Jews in Jerusalem
who must have heard or known about the magi’s message of the one “who
has been born King of the Jews,” showed no interest at all in finding Him,
much less in worshiping Him (see Matt. 2:2-5). Though Herod was not
himself a Jew and had no right to a Jewish throne, he nevertheless declared
himself to be the king of the Jews and made a pretense of concern for
Jewish religious and economic interests. In an illegitimate and perverted
way, therefore, Herod’s rejection of Christ both reflected and represented
the Jews’ rejection of Him.

The slaughter in Bethlehem was the beginning of the tragedy and
bloodshed that would result from Israel’s rejection of her Savior and true
King. Those innocent and precious babies of Bethlehem were the first
casualties in the now-intensified warfare between the kingdoms of this
world and the kingdom of God’s Christ, God’s Anointed. Within two
generations from that time (in A.D. 70) Jerusalem would see its Temple
destroyed and over a million of its people massacred by the troops of
Titus. Yet that destruction will pale in comparison with that of the
Antichrist—a ruler immeasurably more wicked and powerful than Herod
—when in the Great Tribulation he will shed more of Israel’s blood than
will ever have been shed before (Dan. 12:1; Matt. 24:21-22). All of that
bloodshed is over the conflict with the Messiah.

The least of Herod’s intentions was to fulfill prophecy, but that is
what his slaughter did. Then that which was spoken through Jeremiah
the prophet was fulfilled. Herod’s beastly act is recorded only by
Matthew, yet it was predicted in a text given to the prophet Jeremiah. The



term fulfilled (from p/éroo, “to fill up”) marks this out as completing an
Old Testament prediction. This prophecy, like that of Jesus’ return from
Egypt, was in the form of a type, which, as we have seen above, is a
nonverbal prediction revealed in the New Testament. In the passage (Jer.
31:15) from which Matthew here quotes, Jeremiah was speaking of the
great sorrow that would soon be experienced in Israel when most of her
people would be carried captive to Babylon. Ramah, a town about five
miles north of Jerusalem, was on the border of the northern (Israel) and
southern (Judah) kingdoms. It was also the place where Jewish captives
were assembled for deportation to Babylon (Jer. 40:1). Rachel, the wife of
Jacob-Israel, was the mother of Joseph, whose two sons, Ephraim and
Manasseh, became progenitors of the two half-tribes that bore their names.
Ephraim is often used in the Old Testament as a synonym for the northern
kingdom. Rachel was also the mother of Benjamin, whose tribe became
part of the southern kingdom. She had once cried, “Give me children, or
else I die” (Gen. 30:1), and now her beloved “children,” her immeasurably
multiplied descendants, were being taken captive to a foreign and pagan
land.

Rachel weeping for her children therefore represented the
lamentation of all Jewish mothers who wept over Israel’s great tragedy in
the days of Jeremiah, and most specifically typified and prefigured the
mothers of Bethlehem weeping bitterly over the massacre of their children
by Herod in His attempt to kill the Messiah. So even while Israel’s
Messiah was still a babe, Rachel had cause to weep again, even as the
Messiah Himself would later weep over Jerusalem because of His people’s
rejection of Him and the afflictions they would suffer as a consequence
(Luke 19:41-44).

Though Matthew does not mention it here, because he is
emphasizing the tragedy of the massacre, the passage he quotes from
Jeremiah continues with a beautiful word of hope and promise: “Thus says
the Lord, ‘Restrain your voice from weeping, and your eyes from tears; for
your work shall be rewarded,” declares the Lord, ‘and they shall return
from the land of the enemy’” (Jer. 31:16). Within a few generations, the
Lord brought His people back from Babylon, and one day He will bring all
His chosen people back from captivity to Satan. “All Israel will be saved;
just as it is written, ‘The Deliverer will come from Zion, He will remove
ungodliness from Jacob. And this is My covenant with them, when I take



away their sins’” (Rom. 11:26-27; cf. Isa. 27:9; 59:20-21). But before that
great and wonderful day, disobedience, rejection, and tragedy would
continue in Israel. The massacre of the little ones in Bethlehem signaled
the start of terrifying conflict.

THE RETURN TO NAZARETH

But when Herod was dead, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared in a
dream to Joseph in Egypt, saying, “Arise and take the Child and His
mother, and go into the land of Israel; for those who sought the Child’s
life are dead.” And he arose and took the Child and His mother, and
came into the land of Israel. But when he heard that Archelaus was
reigning over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go
there. And being warned by God in a dream, he departed for the
regions of Galilee, and came and resided in a city called Nazareth, that
what was spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled, “He shall be
called a Nazarene.” (2:19-23)

The fourth and final prophecy that Matthew mentions in chapter 2
pertains to the journey of Jesus’ family from Egypt to Nazareth.

When Herod was dead, the greatest immediate danger to Jesus
was over. In his Antiquities Josephus reports that Herod “died of this,
ulcerated entrails, putrified and maggot-filled organs, constant
convulsions, foul breath, and neither physicians nor warm baths led to
recovery.” A rather fitting end, it seems, for such a man. Not nearly so
fitting was the elaborate and costly funeral that his eldest son and
successor, Archelaus, prepared in his honor—especially in light of the fact
that just five days before he died, Herod, by permission from Rome, had
executed another son, Antipater, because of his plots against his father.

The angel of the Lord had told Joseph to stay in Egypt “until I tell
you” (2:13). Now the angel reappeared to Joseph as promised, telling him,
Arise and take the Child and His mother, and go into the land of
Israel; for those who sought the Child’s life are dead. The fact that the



angel spoke of those who sought the Child’s life indicates that Herod was
not alone in his plans to destroy his supposed rival. But like Herod, the
other conspirators seeking the death of the Child were themselves now
dead.

Joseph was not instructed to return to any particular city or region
but simply to take the Child and His mother back into the land of
Israel. When he arrived in southern Israel, however, and heard that
Archelaus was reigning over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was
afraid to go there. The ones who had previously sought to kill the infant
Jesus were dead, but Archelaus posed another, more general, threat. In
one of his numerous acts of brutality shortly before he died, Herod had
executed two popular Jewish rabbis, Judas and Matthias, who had stirred
up their disciples and other faithful Jews in Jerusalem to tear down the
offensive Roman eagle that the king had arrogantly erected over the
Temple gate. The following Passover an insurrection broke out, and
Archelaus, reflecting his father’s senseless cruelty, executed three
thousand Jews, many of whom were Passover pilgrims who had no part in
the revolt.

Any Jew, therefore, who lived in the territory of Archelaus was in
danger. Consequently Joseph was again warned by God in a dream, [and]
he departed for the regions of Galilee. That they came and resided in a
city called Nazareth was not only because Joseph and Mary were
originally from there (Luke 2:4-5) by divine providence, but that what
was spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled. Matthew focuses
on two features through all of this narrative: (1) divine revelation as
indicated by angelic instruction for every move, and (2) the fulfillment of
a divine plan revealed in the Old Testament.

The specific statement that the Messiah would be called a
Nazarene does not appear in the Old Testament. Some interpreters have
tried to connect Nazarene with the Hebrew néser (branch) spoken of in
Isaiah 11:1, but that idea is without etymological or other support, as is the
idea of trying to tie the prophecy to the “shoot” of Isaiah 53:2. Because
Matthew speaks of the prophets, plural, it seems that several prophets had
made this prediction, though it is not specifically recorded in the Old
Testament.



Other sayings and events unrecorded in the Old Testament are
nevertheless quoted or referred to in the New. Jude tells us that “Enoch, in
the seventh generation from Adam, prophesied, saying, ‘Behold, the Lord
came with many thousands of His holy ones, to execute judgment upon all,
and to convict all the ungodly of all their ungodly deeds which they have
done in an ungodly way’” (Jude 14-15). Yet no such prophecy is
mentioned in Genesis or in any other part of the Old Testament. In a
similar way we know of Jesus’ teaching that “It is more blessed to give
than to receive” only because of Paul’s later reference to it (Acts 20:35).
The saying is not mentioned by any of the gospel writers, including Luke,
who reported the account in Acts. John tells us that he did not even
attempt to record everything that Jesus said and did during His earthly
ministry (John 21:25).

Matthew does not tell us which prophets predicted that the Messiah
would be called a Nazarene, but only that more than one of them did so.
The prophecy is said to be fulfilled when Jesus was taken to live in
Nazareth, where Joseph and Mary had formerly lived. Matthew’s original
readers were largely Jewish, and it was probably common knowledge
among them who the specific prophets were that had made the prediction.
For later readers, the Holy Spirit obviously felt it was enough that we
simply know that the prediction was made and that it was fulfilled as
Matthew explains.

Nazareth was about 55 miles north of Jerusalem, in the regions of
Galilee, where the Lord had directed Joseph to go. The town was in an
elevated basin, about one and a half miles across, and was inhabited
largely by people noted for their crude and violent ways. The term
Nazarene had long been a term of derision, used to describe any person
who was rough and rude. That 1s why Nathanael, who was from Cana, a
few miles to the south, asked Philip, “Can any good thing come out of
Nazareth?” (John 1:46). The question is especially significant coming
from Nathanael, who by Jesus’ own word was ‘“an Israelite indeed, in
whom is no guile!” (v. 47). Nathanael was not given to maligning his
neighbors, but he was shocked that the one “of whom Moses in the Law
and also the Prophets wrote” (v. 45) actually could come from such a
disreputable place as Nazareth.

The early Jewish persecutors of the church apparently considered
Jesus’ being from Nazareth as evidence that He could not be the Messiah,



rather than, as Matthew tells us, a sign that He was. Tertullus, acting as
attorney for the high priest Ananias and other Jewish leaders, spoke
derisively of Paul before the Roman governor Felix as “a real pest and a
fellow who stirs up dissension among all the Jews throughout the world,
and a ringleader of the sect of the Nazarenes” (Acts 24:5). The church
Father Jerome wrote that in synagogue prayers Christians were often
cursed as Nazarenes, with the petition that they would be blotted out of the
Book of Life (see Ps. 69:28). Jesus’ living in Nazareth not only fulfilled
the unnamed prophets’ prediction, but gave Him a name, Jesus the
Nazarene, that would be used as a title of reproach, thus fulfilling many
other prophecies that depict the Messiah as “despised and forsaken of
men” (Isa. 53:3; cf. 49:7; Ps. 22:6-8; 69:20-21). The gospel writers make
clear the fact that He was scorned and hated (see Matt. 12:24; 27:21-23,
63; Luke 23:4; John 5:18; 6:66; 9:22, 29).

It was therefore at lowly and despised Nazareth that the royal Son
of God, along with the righteous Joseph and Mary, made His home for
some thirty years.



The Greatest Man (3:1-6)

Now in those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the wilderness
of Judea, saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” For
this is the one referred to by Isaiah the prophet, saying, “The voice of
one crying in the wilderness, ‘Make ready the way of the Lord, make
His paths straight!’” Now John himself had a garment of camel’s hair,
and a leather belt about his waist; and his food was locusts and wild
honey. Then Jerusalem was going out to him, and all Judea, and all the
district around the Jordan; and they were being baptized by him in the
Jordan River, as they confessed their sins. (3:1-6)

At a conference one time a young person asked me, “What makes a
person great?” I could not think of a good answer right then, but I began
thinking about it. In the world’s eyes, such things as being born into a
famous, wealthy, or influential family bring a certain measure of greatness
simply by heritage. Earning a great deal of money is another mark of the
world’s greatness, as are academic degrees, expertise in some field,
outstanding athletic ability, artistic talent, high political or military office,
and other such things.

By those criteria, however, even Jesus Christ was not great. Though
He manifested surpassing wisdom and power, He was born into a quite
ordinary family, His father being a simple carpenter. Even after He was
grown, Jesus did not own a business, a herd of cattle or sheep, a house, or
even a tent. He said, “The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have
nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head” (Matt. 8:20). He
had little, if any, formal education, no political office, no artistic
accomplishments—in short, almost no marks of what the world considers
greatness.



John the Baptist had even fewer of the world’s marks of greatness
than did Jesus. Yet Jesus called John the greatest man who had ever lived
until that time: “Truly, I say to you, among those born of women there has
not arisen anyone greater than John the Baptist” (Matt. 11:11). John was
greater than Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, or Joseph; greater than Moses,
Elijah, David, or any of the other Old Testament men of God. He was
greater than any of the kings, emperors, philosophers, or military leaders
of history. Yet, like Jesus, he was born into a simple, obscure family. His
father, Zacharias, was one of many priests who took turns ministering in
the Temple when their course, or division, was scheduled to serve. His
mother, Elizabeth, was also from the priestly tribe of Levi and a
descendant of the first high priest, Aaron (Luke 1:5). But there were many
such descendants, most of whom had no place of special dignity or
recognition.

That was John’s family heritage. When he was grown, probably
starting in his teen years, John the Baptist went to live in the wilderness of
Judea, existing much like a hermit and forsaking even what little social
and economic status he had. Yet Luke recorded of him, “for he will be
great in the sight of the Lord” (1:15).

Reasons for such superlative commendation can be seen in 3:1-6,
where Matthew gives a brief picture of the life and work of John the
Baptist and also shows that John’s ministry was yet another evidence of
Jesus’ kingship.

In chapter 1 Jesus’ kingship is shown by his birth—by His descent
from the royal line of David and by His miraculous conception. In chapter
2 His kingship is shown by the circumstances surrounding His birth—by
the homage of the magi, the hatred of Herod, and God’s miraculous
protection of the young Jesus. Now we are shown the evidence through the
herald who announced the King’s arrival. The greatest man who had yet
lived was primarily so because he was herald of the Messiah, the One who
was greater still. His greatness was related to his calling.

In ancient times it was common for a herald to precede the arrival
of the monarch, to announce his coming and to prepare for his safe and
proper travel. With a coterie of servants, the herald would make sure that
the roadway was as smooth and uncluttered as possible. Holes would be
filled, rocks and debris would be removed, and unsightly litter would be
burned or hidden. As the group traveled along and worked, the herald



would proclaim the king’s coming to everyone he encountered. His
twofold duty was to proclaim and to prepare. That is what John’s ministry
did for God’s great King, Jesus Christ.

In presenting the herald of Christ, Matthew shows us the man, the
message, the motive, the mission, the manner, and the ministry.

TaE MAN

Now in those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the wilderness
of Judea, saying, (3:1)

Now in those days serves as a transition between chapters 2 and 3.
It was a common literary phrase, indicating the general time in which the
events being described occurred. Nearly thirty years had elapsed between
Joseph’s taking the young Jesus and His mother to Nazareth and the
beginning of John’s public ministry. Only Luke (2:39-52) tells us anything
of Jesus’ life during the intervening years. Apart from that brief account,
Scripture is silent.

John was a common Jewish name in New Testament times and is
the Greek form of the Hebrew Johanan (see 2 Kings 25:23; Jer. 40:8; etc.),
which means “Jehovah, or Yahweh, is gracious.” Baptist, or Baptizer
(baptistés, the Greek ending, tés, signifies one who performs an act), was
an epithet given him because baptizing was such an important and obvious
part of his ministry.

John’s father and mother “were both righteous in the sight of God,
walking blamelessly in all the commandments and requirements of the
Lord.” But they had no children and, like Sarah before Isaac was
conceived, Elizabeth was beyond normal childbearing years (Luke 1:6-7;
cf. Gen. 17:17). One day as John’s father was performing his priestly
function in the Temple, “an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing to
the right of the altar of incense” (Luke 1:11). The angel proceeded to tell
Zacharias that “Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will give him the
name John. And you will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at



his birth. For he will be great in the sight of the Lord” (vv. 13-15). John
was named by God Himself and set apart for greatness even before he was
conceived!

John would “be filled with the Holy Spirit, while yet in his
mother’s womb. And he [would] turn back many of the sons of Israel to
the Lord their God” (Luke 1:15-16). Most significantly of all, he would
“go as a forerunner before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah . . . so as
to make ready a people prepared for the Lord” (v. 17). John’s own father,
himself “filled with the Holy Spirit,” declared that John “will be called the
prophet of the Most High; for you [John] will go on before the Lord to
prepare His ways” (vv. 67, 76). “And the child continued to grow, and to
become strong in spirit, and he lived in the deserts until the day of his
public appearance to Israel” (v. 80).

That was John. His conception was miraculous, he was filled with
the Holy Spirit before he was born, he was great in the sight of God, and
he was to be the herald of the Messiah, announcing and preparing the
people for His coming. It is therefore not strange that Jesus said, “There
has not arisen anyone greater than John the Baptist” (Matt. 11:11). That
great man was a sovereignly designed and chosen herald for the great
King.

Came is from paraginomai, which often was used to indicate an
official arrival, such as that of the magi (Matt. 2:1), or the public
appearance of a leader or teacher (Matt. 3:13). For thirty years both John
and Jesus had lived in relative obscurity. Now the coming of the herald
signified the coming of the King. The beginning of John’s ministry
signaled the beginning of Jesus’ ministry (see Acts 10:37-38).

Preaching is from kérusso, the primary meaning of which is “to
herald.” It was used of the official whose duty it was to proclaim loudly
and extensively the coming of the king. Matthew also uses this term with
reference to Jesus and the apostles.

John knew his position and his task. He never sought or accepted
honor for himself, but only for the One whose coming he proclaimed. As a
child John no doubt had been told many times of the angel’s
announcement of his birth and his purpose, a purpose from which he never
wavered, compromised, or tried to gain personal recognition or advantage.
When questioned by the priests and Levites who had been sent from
Jerusalem to ask his identity, John replied, “I am not the Christ” (John



1:19-20). He also denied being Elijah and “the Prophet” (v. 21; cf. Deut.
18:15). When they persisted in knowing who he was, he simply said, “I am
a voice of one crying in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the
Lord,” as Isaiah the prophet said” (v. 23).

The question about his being Elijah introduces some important
truth. At every orthodox Passover ceremony even today a cup is reserved
at the table for Elijah. At the circumcision of orthodox Jewish baby boys a
chair is placed for Elijah. The anticipation is that, if Elijah would ever
come and sit in the chair or drink from the cup, the Messiah’s arrival
would be imminent. That belief is based on Malachi 4:5-6, in which the
prophet predicts, “Behold, I am going to send you Elijah the prophet
before the coming of the great and terrible day of the Lord. And he will
restore the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the
children to their fathers.”

Yet, as he himself testified, John the Baptist was not the literal,
resurrected Elijah most Jews of his day were expecting, or that many Jews
of our own day expect. But he was indeed the Elijah that the prophet
Malachi predicted would come. Luke 1:17 confirms that when it says that
John “will go as a forerunner before Him in the spirit and power of
Elijah.”

That the Elijah who was commonly expected by the Jews was not
the Elijah of God’s plan was stated plainly by Jesus Himself after John the
Baptist had been imprisoned and killed. *“Elijah is coming and will restore
all things; but I say to you, that Elijah already came, and they did not
recognize him, but did to him whatever they wished.” . . . Then the
disciples understood that He had spoken to them about John the Baptist™
(Matt. 17:11-13).

Because the Jews rejected John the Baptist as the true Elijah who
was to come, they prevented the complete fulfillment of the prophecy as
God had originally given it through Malachi. “If you care to accept it,”
Jesus explained about John, “he himself is Elijah, who was to come”
(Matt. 11:14). But John not only was not accepted, he was ridiculed,
imprisoned, and beheaded. Because he was not received by the great body
of God’s chosen people, he was not able to be the Elijah and there is
therefore an Elijah yet to come. Some interpreters believe he will be one
of the two witnesses of Revelation 11, but we cannot be certain. In any
case, John the Baptist was rejected as the coming Elijah. And just as the



herald was rejected, so was the King he heralded. John was beheaded, and
Jesus was crucified. Israel therefore was set aside, and the kingdom was
postponed.

Everything about John the Baptist was unique and amazing—his
sudden public appearance, his life-style, his message, his baptizing, and
his humility. He was born to a mother who was barren. He was a priest by
heritage but became a prophet. He forsook his earthly father’s ministry for
the sake of his heavenly Father’s. After spending most of his life in the
desert, at the right moment God spoke to his heart, and he began to
thunder out the message God had given him in that desert—to announce
the coming of the King.

John’s primary place of ministry, like his primary place of training,
was in the wilderness of Judea. By the world’s standards and procedures,
the coming of a king, or of a great person of any sort, is proclaimed and
prepared for with great expense, pomp, and fanfare. Even the announcer
dresses in the best suits, stays in the best hotels, contacts only the best
people, and makes preparations for the monarch to visit only the best
places. But that was not God’s plan for the heralding of His Son. John the
Baptist was born of obscure parents, dressed strangely even for his day,
and carried on his ministry mostly in out-of-the-way and unattractive
places.

All of that, however, was not incidental or circumstantial. It was
symbolic of John’s ministry to call the people away from the corrupt and
dead religious system of their day—away from ritualism, worldliness,
hypocrisy, and superficiality. John called them away from Jerusalem and
Jericho, away from the cities into the wilderness—where most people
would not bother to go if they were not serious seekers. John brought them
away, where they were freer to listen, think, and ponder, without the
distractions and the misleading leaders they were so accustomed to
following. In such a seemingly desolate place, they could begin to see the
greatness of this man of God and the even greater greatness of the One
whose coming he announced.

THE MESSAGE



The message John proclaimed was simple, so simple it could easily
be summarized in one word: repent (3:2a; cf. Acts 13:24; 19:4). The
Greek word (metanoed) behind repent means more than regret or sorrow
(cf. Heb. 12:17); it means to turn around, to change direction, to change
the mind and will. It does not denote just any change, but always a change
from the wrong to the right, away from sin and to righteousness. In his
outstanding commentary on Matthew, John A. Broadus observes that
“wherever this Greek word is used in the New Testament the reference is
to changing the mind and the purpose from sin to holiness.” Repentance
involves sorrow for sin, but sorrow that leads to a change of thinking,
desire, and conduct of life. “The sorrow that is according to the will of
God,” Paul says, “produces a repentance without regret, leading to
salvation” (2 Cor. 7:10; cf. v. 9). John’s command to repent could
therefore be rendered “be converted.”

John’s message of preparation for the coming of the King was
repentance, conversion, the demand for a completely different life. That
must have been startling news for Jews who thought that, as God’s chosen
people—the children of Abraham, the people of the covenant—they
deserved and were unconditionally assured of the promised King.
Knowing what they must have been thinking, John later told his listeners,
“Do not suppose that you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham for our
father’; for I say to you, that God is able from these stones to raise up
children to Abraham™ (3:9). God was not interested in His people’s human
heritage but in their spiritual life. “What the King wants from you,” John
was saying, “is that you make a complete turnaround from the way you
are, that you be totally converted, totally changed.” God calls for radical
change and transformation that affects the mind, the will, and the
emotions—the whole person. John’s point was simple: “You are in the
same condition as the Gentiles. You have no right to the kingdom unless
you repent and are converted from sin to righteousness.” He called for a
true repentance that results in the fruit of a translated life (v. 8) and that
includes baptism with water (v. 11a). Failure to repent would result in
severe judgment, as Matthew 11:20-24 and 12:38-41 demonstrate.

Repentance was exactly the same message with which Jesus began
His preaching and the apostles began theirs. The time is fulfilled, and the
kingdom of God is at hand,” Jesus proclaimed; “repent and believe in the
gospel” (Mark 1:15; cf. Matt. 3:2; 4:17; Luke 5:32). Mark 6:12 says of the



twelve: “And they went out and preached that men should repent.” In his
Pentecost sermon, Peter’s concluding words were, “Repent, and let each of
you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your
sins” (Acts 2:38; cf. Acts 3:19; 20:21; 26:18).

The close connection between repentance and conversion is also
indicated in texts that do not specifically use the word repentance, yet
convey the same idea (see Matt. 18:3; Luke 14:33). The best summary
statement may be that of Paul in Acts 26:20, where he states that the
objective of his ministry was that men “should repent and turn to God,
performing deeds appropriate to repentance.”

THE MoOTIVE

The motive John gave for repentance was: the kingdom of heaven
is at hand (3:2b). The people should repent and be converted because the
King was coming, and He deserves and requires no less. The unrepentant
and unconverted cannot give the heavenly King the glory He deserves, do
not belong to the heavenly King, and are unfit for His heavenly kingdom.

After four hundred years, the people of Israel again heard God’s
prophetic word. Malachi’s prophecy was followed by four centuries of
silence, with no new or direct word from the Lord. Now, when His word
came to Israel again, proclaiming the coming of the King, it was not the
expected word of joy and comfort and celebration but a message of
warning and rebuke. The kingdom of heaven is at hand, waiting to be
ushered in, but Israel was not ready for it.

Despite many similar warnings by the prophets, many of the people
and most of the leaders were not prepared for John’s message. What he
said was shocking; it was unexpected and unacceptable. It was
inconceivable to them that, as God’s people, they had anything to do to
inherit God’s kingdom but simply wait for and accept it. The Messiah was
their Messiah, the King was their King, the Savior was their Savior, the
promise was their promise. Every Jew was destined for the kingdom, and
every Gentile was excluded, except for a token handful of proselytes. That
was the common Jewish thinking of the day, which John totally shattered.



But John’s message was God’s message, and he would not
compromise it or clutter it with the popular misconceptions and delusions
of his own day and his own people. He had no word but God’s word, and he
proclaimed no kingdom but God’s kingdom and no preparation but God’s
preparation. That preparation was repentance. God’s standard would not
change, even if every Jew were excluded and every Gentile saved. God
knew that some Jews would be saved, but none apart from personal
repentance and conversion.

Although the precise phrase is not found there, the kingdom of
heaven is basically an Old Testament concept. David declares that “the
Lord i1s King forever and ever” (Ps. 10:16; cf. 29:10), that His kingdom is
everlasting, and that His dominion “endures throughout all generations”
(Ps. 145:13). Daniel speaks of “the God of heaven [who] will set up a
kingdom which will never be destroyed” (Dan. 2:44; cf. Ezek. 37:25), a
“kingdom [that] is an everlasting kingdom” (Dan. 4:3). The God of heaven
is the King of heaven, and the heavenly kingdom 1s God’s kingdom.

Matthew uses the phrase kingdom of heaven thirty-two times, and
is the only gospel writer who uses it at all. The other three use “the
kingdom of God.” It is probable that Matthew used kingdom of heaven
because it was more understandable to his primarily Jewish readers. Jews
would not speak God’s name (Yahweh, or Jehovah), and would often
substitute heaven when referring to Him—much as we do in such
expressions as “heaven smiled on me today.”

There is no significant difference between “the kingdom of God”
and the kingdom of heaven. The one phrase emphasizes the sovereign
Ruler of the kingdom and the other emphasizes the kingdom itself, but
they are the same kingdom. Matthew 19:23-24 confirms the equality of the
phrases by using them interchangeably.

The kingdom has two aspects, the outer and the inner, both of
which are spoken of in the gospels. Those aspects are evident as one
moves through Matthew. In the broadest sense, the kingdom includes
everyone who professes to acknowledge God. Jesus’ parable of the sower
represents the kingdom as including both genuine and superficial believers
(Matt. 13:3-23), and in His following parable (vv. 24-30) as including both
wheat (true believers) and tares (false believers). That is the outer
kingdom, the one we can see but cannot accurately evaluate ourselves,
because we cannot know people’s hearts.



The other kingdom is the inner, the kingdom that includes only true
believers, only those who, as John the Baptist proclaimed, repent and are
converted. God rules over both aspects of the kingdom, and He will one
day finally separate the superficial from the real. Meanwhile He allows the
pretenders to identify themselves outwardly with His kingdom.

God’s kingly rule over the hearts of men and over the world may be
thought of as having a number of phases. The first is the prophesied
kingdom, such as that foretold by Daniel. The second phase is the present
kingdom, the one that existed at the time of John the Baptist and that he
mentions. It is the kingdom that both John and Jesus spoke of as being at
hand (cf. 4:17). The third phase may be referred to as the interim
kingdom, the kingdom that resulted because of Israel’s rejection of her
King. The King returned to heaven and His kingdom on earth now exists
only in a mystery form. Christ is Lord of the earth in the sense of His
being its Creator and its ultimate Ruler; but He does not presently exercise
His full divine will over the earth. He is, so to speak, in a voluntary exile
in heaven until it is time for Him to return again. He reigns only in the
hearts of those who know Him as Savior and Lord. For those “the kingdom
of God i1s . . . righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom.
14:17).

The fourth phase can be described as the manifest kingdom, in
which Christ will rule, physically, directly, and fully on earth for a
thousand years, the Millennium. In that kingdom He will rule both
externally and internally—externally over all mankind, and internally in
the hearts of those who belong to Him by faith. The fifth, and final, phase
is the “eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ,” which “will
be abundantly supplied” to all of His own (2 Pet. 1:11).

Had God’s people Israel accepted their King when He first came to
them, there would be no interim kingdom. The kingdom at hand would
have become the kingdom of a thousand years, which, in turn, would have
ushered in the eternal kingdom. But because they killed the forerunner of
the King and then the King Himself, the millennial kingdom, and
consequently the eternal kingdom, were sovereignly postponed.

THE MISSION



For this is the one referred to by Isaiah the prophet, saying, “The voice
of one crying in the wilderness, ‘Make ready the way of the Lord,
make His paths straight!’” (3:3)

The mission of John the Baptist had long before been described by
Isaiah the prophet (see Isa. 40:3-4). Here Matthew again emphasizes
fulfilled prophecy in the coming of Jesus Christ as divine King (cf. 1:22;
2:5,15,17). But as herald of the great King, John did not clear the roads
and highways of obstacles, but sought to clear men’s hearts of the
obstacles that kept them from the King. The way of the Lord is the way of
repentance, of turning from sin to righteousness, of turning moral and
spiritual paths that are crooked into ones that are straight, ones that are
fit for the King. “Let every valley be lifted up, and every mountain and hill
be made low,” Isaiah continues, “and let the rough ground become a plain,
and the rugged terrain a broad valley; then the glory of the Lord will be
revealed, and all flesh will see it together” (Isa. 40:4-5). The call of John’s
voice that was crying [bontos] in the wilderness of Judea was the
shouting of urgency commanding people to repent, to confess sin and the
need of a Savior. His paths (tribous) are well known, as the Greek term
implies, because they are clearly revealed in Scripture.

THE M ANNER

Now John himself had a garment of camel’s hair, and a leather belt
about his waist; and his food was locusts and wild honey. (3:4)

John must have been a startling figure to those who saw him. He
claimed to be God’s messenger, but he did not live, dress, or talk like other
religious leaders. Those leaders were proper, well-dressed, well-fed,
sophisticated, and worldly. John obviously cared for none of those things
and even made a point of forsaking them. His garment of camel’s hair



and his leather belt about his waist were as plain and drab as the
wilderness in which he lived and preached. His clothes were practical and
long-wearing, but far from being comfortable or fashionable. He was
much like the first Elijah in that regard (2 Kings 1:8). His diet of locusts
and wild honey was as spartan as his clothing. It was nourishing but little
else.

John’s very dress, food, and life-style were in themselves a rebuke
to the self-satisfied and self-indulgent religious leaders of Israel—the
scribes, Pharisees, Sadducees, and priests. It was also a rebuke to most of
the people, who, though they may not have been able to indulge in the
privileges of their leaders, nonetheless admired and longed for the same
advantages.

John’s purpose was not to turn the people into hermits or ascetics.
He called on no one, not even his disciples, to live and dress as he did. But
his manner of living was a dramatic reminder of the many loves and
pleasures that keep people from exchanging their own way for God’s.

THE MINISTRY

Then Jerusalem was going out to him, and all Judea, and all the
district around the Jordan; and they were being baptized by him in the
Jordan River, as they confessed their sins. (3:5-6)

The immediate effect of John’s preaching was dramatic. People
were coming from the great city of Jerusalem, which was a considerable
distance away. They came, in fact, from all Judea, and all the district
around the Jordan. In other words they were coming from all over
southern Palestine, including both sides of the Jordan River. As Matthew
reports later in his gospel, the people recognized John as a prophet
(21:26).

That those Jews submitted to being baptized was more than a little
significant, because that was not a traditional Jewish ceremony. It was
completely different from the Levitical washings, which consisted of



washing the hands, feet, and head. The Essenes, a group of Jewish ascetics
who lived on the northwest shore of the Dead Sea, practiced a type of
ceremonial washing that more nearly resembled baptism. But both the
Levitical and the Essene washings were repeated, those of the Essenes as
much as several times a day or even hourly. They represented repeated
purification for repeated sinning.

John’s washing, however, was one-time. The only one-time
washing the Jews performed was for Gentiles, signifying their coming as
outsiders into the true faith of Judaism. A Jew who submitted to such a rite
demonstrated, in effect, that he was an outsider who sought entrance into
the people of God—an amazing admission for a Jew. Members of God’s
chosen race, descendants of Abraham, heirs of the covenant of Moses,
came to John to be baptized like a Gentile!

That act symbolized before the world that they realized their
national and racial descent, or even their calling as God’s chosen and
covenant people, could not save them. They had to repent, forsake sin, and
trust in the Lord for salvation. It is that of which the baptism was a public
witness, as they confessed their sins. They had to come into the kingdom
just like the Gentiles, through repentance and faith—which included a
public admission of sins (cf. the same Greek term [exomologed] in Phil.
2:11, where it refers to a verbal confession).

We know from subsequent accounts in the gospels that many of
those acts of repentance must have been superficial and hypocritical,
because John soon lost much of his following, just as Jesus would
eventually lose most of His popularity. But the impact of John’s ministry
on the Jewish people was profound and unforgettable. The way of the King
had been announced to them, and they had no excuse for not being ready
for His coming.

Six things demonstrate the true greatness of John. (1) He was filled
with and controlled by the Spirit, even from “his mother’s womb” (Luke
1:15b). (2) He was obedient to God’s Word. From childhood he followed
God’s will, and from it he never wavered. (3) He was self-controlled,
drinking neither “wine or liquor” (Luke 1:15a). In his food, dress, and life-
style he was temperate and austere. (4) He was humble. His purpose was to
announce the king, not to act kingly or take for himself any of the king’s
prerogatives. Speaking of Jesus, John said, “After me One 1s coming who
is mightier than I, and I am not fit to stoop down and untie the thong of



His sandals” (Mark 1:7), and on a later occasion, “He must increase, but I
must decrease” (John 3:30). (5) He courageously and faithfully proclaimed
God’s Word, thundering it across the wilderness as long as he was free to
preach, to whomever would listen. (6) Finally, he was faithful in winning
people to Christ, in turning “back many of the sons of Israel to the Lord
their God” (Luke 1:16). He stands as a pattern for all who seek genuine
greatness.



The Fruits of
True Repentance (3:7-12)

But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming for
baptism, he said to them, “You brood of vipers, who warned you to flee
from the wrath to come? Therefore bring forth fruit in keeping with
repentance; and do not suppose that you can say to yourselves, ‘We
have Abraham for our father’; for I say to you, that God is able from
these stones to raise up children to Abraham. And the axe is already
laid at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear
good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. As for me, I baptize
you with water for repentance, but He who is coming after me is
mightier than I, and I am not fit to remove His sandals; He will
baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. And His winnowing fork is
in His hand, and He will thoroughly clear His threshing floor; and He
will gather His wheat into the barn, but He will burn up the chaff with
unquenchable fire.” (3:7-12)

Matthew records but this one sample of the preaching of John the
Baptist. The parallel account in Luke (3:1-18) gives more details, but the
message is the same: a call to repentance and baptism, an inner change of
mind and heart, along with an outward act that symbolized that change—
and, even more importantly, a manner of living that demonstrated the
change. The “many other exhortations” that John preached (Luke 3:18)
possibly consisted primarily of more examples of the fruit in keeping
with repentance (v. 8) that he gave in addition to those mentioned in
verses 11-14.

John’s preaching was simple and his message was limited to that
which was most essential, but he faithfully fulfilled his singular calling as



the herald of God’s coming great King. He performed his ministry with a
boldness, courage, power, and single-minded devotion that caused that
King to say of him, “Truly, I say to you, among those born of women there
has not arisen anyone greater than John the Baptist” (Matt. 11:11).

In the narrative of 3:7-12 Matthew focuses on four elements: the
congregation, the confrontation, the condemnation, and the consolation.

THE CONGREGATION

But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming for
baptism, (3:7a)

Among the great number of people who came out to see John in the
wilderness (v. 5) were many of the Pharisees and Sadducees, whom the
Baptist singled out for special warning and rebuke.

By New Testament times three groups, or sects, had developed that
were quite distinct from the rest of Judaism. Besides the two mentioned
here (and frequently in the gospels and Acts), were the Essenes. Most of
the Essenes were unmarried, but they often adopted children from other
Jewish families. These secretive and ascetic Jews lived for the most part in
isolated, exclusive, and austere communities such as the now-famous
Qumran, on the northwest shore of the Dead Sea. They spent much of their
time copying the Scriptures, and it is to them that we owe the valuable and
helpful Dead Sea Scrolls—discovered by accident in 1947 by an Arab
shepherd boy. But the Essenes had little contact with or influence on the
society of their own day and are nowhere mentioned in the New
Testament.

THE PHARISEES



The Pharisees, however, were a great contrast to the Essenes. They
were equally, if not more, exclusive, but were found for the most part in
the larger cities such as Jerusalem. They were an association very much in
the mainstream of Jewish life and made a point of being noticed and
admired. Jesus exposed them as doing “all their deeds to be noticed by
men... and they love the place of honor at banquets, and the chief seats in
the synagogues, and respectful greetings in the market places, and being
called by men, Rabbi” (Matt. 23:5-7; cf. 6:2, 5).

We have no specific documentation as to exactly how or when the
Pharisee sect began, but it is likely that it developed out of a former group
called the Hasidim, whose name means “pious ones” or “saints.” The
Hasidim came into being in the second century B.C., during the
intertestamental period. Palestine had been under the Hellenistic (Greek)
rule of the Seleucid Syrian kings for many years. Jewish patriots, under
the leadership of Judas Maccabaeus, revolted when Antiochus Epiphanes
tried to force his pagan culture and religion on the Jews. That despicable
tyrant even profaned the Temple by sacrificing a pig on the altar and
forcing the sacrificed meat down the throats of the priests—a double
abomination to Jews, because the law of Moses forbade them to eat pork
(Lev. 11:4-8; Deut. 14:7-8). The Hasidim were among the strongest
supporters of the revolt, until its leaders began to become worldly and
politicized.

Many scholars believe that the Pharisees, and likely the Essenes
also, descended from the Hasidim. The word Pharisee means “separated
ones,” and members of the sect diligently tried to live up to their name.
Admission to the group was strictly controlled by periods of probation
lasting up to one year, during which the applicant had to prove his ability
to follow ritual law. They separated themselves not only from Gentiles but
from tax collectors and any others whom they considered to be base
“sinners” (Luke 7:39). They even looked with disdain on the common
Jewish people, whom a group of Pharisees in Jerusalem once referred to as
“accursed” (John 7:49). After leaving the marketplace or any public
gathering, they would as soon as possible perform ceremonial washings to
purify themselves of possible contamination from touching some unclean
person.

The Pharisees formed a self-righteous, “holy” community within
the community; they were legalistic isolationists who had no regard or



respect for those outside their sect. They believed strongly in God’s
sovereignty and in divine destiny and that they alone were the true Israel.
They considered themselves to be superspiritual, but their “spirituality”
was entirely external, consisting of the pursuit of meticulous observance
of a multitude of religious rituals and taboos, most of which they and
various other religious leaders had devised over the previous several
centuries as supplements to the law of Moses. These were known
collectively as “the tradition of the elders,” concerning which Jesus gave
the Pharisees one of His strongest rebukes, charging them with “teaching
as doctrines the precepts of men” (Matt. 15:2-9).

By the time of Christ, the Pharisees had lost most of whatever
nationalism they may earlier have had. Another sect, the Zealots, had
become the association for those whose primary concern was Jewish
independence. The Pharisees’ single loyalty was to themselves, to their
traditions and to their own influence and prestige. By their strict adherence
to those traditions they expected to reap great reward in heaven. But they
were the epitome of religious emptiness and hypocrisy, as Jesus often
pointed out (Matt. 15:7; 22:18; 23:13, 23, 25; etc.). The Pharisees
“outwardly [appeared] righteous to men, but inwardly [were] full of
hypocrisy and lawlessness” (Matt. 23:28).

THE SADDUCEES

The Sadducees were at the other end of the Jewish religious
spectrum—the ultraliberals. The origin of their name is uncertain, but
many modern scholars believe it is derived from Zadok (Sadok in the
Septuagint, the Greek Old Testament), the name of a man who was priest
under David (2 Sam. 8:17) and chief priest under Solomon (1 Kings 1:32).
This sect also arose during the intertestamental period, but from among
the priestly aristocracy. They were compromisers, both religiously and
politically. They cared little for Greek culture, with its emphasis on
philosophy and intellectualism, but were greatly attracted to the
pragmatic, practical Romans.

The Sadducees claimed to accept the law of Moses as the supreme
and only religious authority, and they scorned the legalistic traditions of



their antagonists, the Pharisees. In New Testament times they were still
closely associated with the priestly class (see Acts 5:17), to the extent that
the terms chief priest and Sadducee were used almost synonymously (as
were the terms scribe and Pharisee). But they cared little for religion,
especially doctrine, and denied the existence of angels, the resurrection,
and most things supernatural (Acts 23:6-8). Consequently they lived only
for the present, getting everything they could from whomever they could
—Gentiles and fellow Jews alike. They believed in extreme human
autonomy and in the unlimited freedom of the will. They considered
themselves masters of their own destinies.

The Sadducees were much fewer in number than the Pharisees and
were extremely wealthy. Among other things, under the leadership of
Annas they ran the Temple franchises—the money exchanging and the sale
of sacrificial animals—and charged exorbitantly for those services. It was
therefore the Sadducees’ business that Jesus damaged when he drove the
moneychangers and sacrifice sellers out of the Temple (Matt. 21:12-13).

Because of their great wealth, Temple racketeering, and affiliation
with the Romans, the Sadducees were much less popular with their fellow
Jews than were the Pharisees, who were strongly religious and had some
measure of national loyalty.

Religiously, politically, and socially the Pharisees and Sadducees
had almost nothing in common. The Pharisees were ritualistic; the
Sadducees were rationalistic. The Pharisees were strict separatists; the
Sadducees comprising collaborators. The Pharisees were commoners
(most of them had a trade), while the Sadducees were aristocrats. Both
groups had members among the scribes and were represented in the
priesthood and in the Jewish high council, the Sanhedrin; yet they were in
almost constant opposition to each other. During New Testament times
about the only common ground they exhibited was opposition to Christ
and His followers (Matt. 22:15-16, 23, 34-35; Acts 4:1; 23:6).

They had one other common religious and spiritual ground. The
Pharisees expected their reward in heaven, while the Sadducees expected
theirs in this life, but the trust of both groups was in personal works and
self-effort. Both emphasized the superficial and nonessential, and had no
concern for the genuine inner spiritual life or for the welfare of their
fellow man. That was “the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees,” the



hypocritical, self-serving, dead externalism about which Jesus warned His
disciples (Matt. 16:6).

Throughout most of its history the church has had its own brands of
Pharisees and Sadducees, its ritualists and its rationalists. The one looks
for salvation and blessing through prescribed ceremonies and legalistic
practices; the other finds religious meaning and purpose in private,
existential beliefs and standards. One is conservative and the other is
liberal, but the hope and trust of both groups is in themselves, in what they
can perform or accomplish by their own actions and wills.

It is probably because of that deeper spiritual commonness that
Matthew speaks of them as one group, emphasized by the use of a single
definite article (the) rather than two (“the Pharisees and the Sadducees”).
It is clear from John’s response to them that he considered their basic
problem and need to be exactly the same.

This group was coming for baptism, the Greek preposition epi
(for) being used in a construction that clearly indicates purpose. In light of
John’s unorthodox dress and style and his prophetic and authoritative
exhortations, it is hard to imagine why the self-righteous and proud
Pharisees and Sadducees would ask to be baptized by him. Some of them
may simply have been curious. It seems more probable, however, that they
suspected that John might indeed be a prophet, as many of the people
believed (Matt. 14:5), and that they wanted to check him out as thoroughly
as they could. If he were a genuine prophet perhaps they could gain his
approval, parade the pretense of repentant spirituality, and capitalize on or
even take over the movement—in the way religious opportunists still do
today. Whatever their reasons were, they were wrong, wicked reasons.
They were not seeking God’s truth or God’s working in their own lives.
They were not repentant; they had not confessed their sins; they had not
changed at all-—as John well knew. They were not genuinely seeking the
true righteousness that delivers from judgment. They were the same smug,
self-righteous hypocrites they had been when they started out to find John.

THE CONFRONTATION



he said to them, “You brood of vipers, who warned you to flee from the
wrath to come?” (3:7b)

John’s awareness of the insincerity and lack of repentance of the
Pharisees and Sadducees is evident in those strong words. They intended
to carry their hypocrisy even to the extent of submitting to John’s baptism,
out of whatever corrupt motives they may have had. Gennéma (brood)
may also be translated “offspring,” signifying descendants or children.
Jesus used the same epithet (brood of vipers) to describe the Pharisees on
several occasions (Matt. 12:34; 23:33). Vipers (echidna) were small but
very poisonous desert snakes, which would have been quite familiar to
John the Baptist. They were made even more dangerous by the fact that,
when still, they looked like a dead branch and were often picked up
unintentionally. That is exactly what Paul did on the island of Malta when
he went to gather wood for a fire after the shipwreck. As indicated by the
response of the natives who were befriending Paul and the others, the bite
of the viper was often fatal, though Paul miraculously “suffered no harm”
(Acts 28:3-5).

Calling the Pharisees and Sadducees a brood of vipers pointed up
the danger of their religious hypocrisy—as well as the fact that their
wicked work had been passed on to them by the original serpent (Gen. 3:1-
13) through their spiritual forefathers, of whom they were the brood, or
offspring. Like the desert viper, they often appeared to be harmless, but
their brand of godliness (cf. 2 Tim. 3:5) was venomous and deadly. In His
series of woes against the scribes and Pharisees, Jesus said, “You shut off
the kingdom of heaven from men; for you do not enter in yourselves, nor
do you allow those who are entering to go in” (Matt. 23:13). They were
responsible for keeping countless Jews out of the kingdom, and therefore
from salvation and spiritual life.

In Matthew 23:33 Jesus calls the scribes and Pharisees “serpents”
as well as a “brood of vipers,” suggesting even more directly that their
true spiritual father was Satan—as He specifically charges in John 8:44
(cf. Rev. 12:9; 20:2). These religious hypocrites were Satan’s children
doing Satan’s deceitful work.

The question Who warned you to flee continues the viper figure.
A brush fire or a farmer’s burning the stalks in his field after the harvest



would cause vipers and other creatures to flee before the flames in order to
escape. It was a common sight in many of the Mediterranean and Arab
regions, and one that John the Baptist doubtlessly had seen many times.
The implication is that the Pharisees and Sadducees were expecting John’s
baptism to be a kind of spiritual fire insurance, giving protection from the
flames of the wrath to come. True repentance and conversion do protect
from God’s wrath and judgment, but superficial and insincere professions
or acts of faith tend only to harden a person against genuine belief, giving
a false sense of security. John would not be party to such hypocrisy and
sham. It was the deceitfulness of their true master, Satan, and not genuine
fear of God’s judgment, that led them out to hear John and to seek his
baptism as a pretentious formality.

John’s indictment must have deeply stung those false religious
leaders, who considered themselves to be far above the common man in
their relationship to God and His kingdom. John, and Jesus after him,
characterized them as deceivers rather than leaders, perpetuators of
spiritual darkness rather than spiritual light, children of the devil rather
than sons of God.

THE CONDEMNATION

Therefore bring forth fruit in keeping with repentance; and do not
suppose that you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham for our
father’; for I say to you, that God is able from these stones to raise up
children to Abraham. And the axe is already laid at the root of the
trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down
and thrown into the fire. (3:8-10)

The marks of a truly repentant heart are fruit in keeping with
repentance, or as Paul described them to King Agrippa, “deeds
appropriate to repentance” (Acts 26:20). In his parallel account Luke
mentions several examples of the kind of fruit John was talking about. To
the general multitude he said, “Let the man who has two tunics share with



him who has none; and let him who has food do likewise” (Luke 3:11). To
the tax-gatherers he said, “Collect no more than what you have been
ordered to” (v. 13), and to some soldiers he said, “Do not take money from
anyone by force, or accuse anyone falsely, and be content with your
wages” (v. 14).

As James points out, “Faith, if it has no works, is dead” (James
2:17). John says in his first epistle, “The one who practices righteousness
is righteous, just as He is righteous” (1 John 3:7); and that “if someone
says, I love God,” and hates his brother, he is a liar; for the one who does
not love his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not
seen” (4:20). Our actions toward our fellow men are indicators of our true
attitude toward God.

Axios (in keeping with) has the root idea of having equal weight or
worth, and therefore of being appropriate. True repentance not only
should but will have correspondingly genuine works, demonstrated in both
attitudes and actions. Right relationship to God brings right relationship to
our fellow human beings, at least as far as our part is concerned (cf. Rom.
12:18). Those who claim to know Christ, who claim to be born again, will
demonstrate a new way of living that corresponds to the new birth.

The Pharisees and Sadducees knew a great deal about repentance.
That God fully and freely remits the sins of a penitent is a basic doctrine
of Judaism. The ancient rabbis said, “Great is repentance, for it brings
healing upon the world. Great is repentance, for it reaches to the throne of
God,” and, “A man can shoot an arrow for a few furlongs, but repentance
reaches to the throne of God.” Some rabbis maintained that the law was
created two thousand years before the world, but that repentance was
created even before the law. The clear meaning of repentance in Judaism
has always been a change in man’s attitude toward God that results in a
moral and religious reformation of the individual’s conduct. The great
medieval Jewish scholar Maimonides said of the traditional Jewish
concept of repentance: “What is repentance? Repentance is that the sinner
forsakes his sin, puts it out of his thoughts, and fully resolves in his mind
that he will never do it again.”

Such understanding of repentance is basically consistent with the
teaching of the Old Testament. Repentance always involves a changed life,
a renouncing of sin and doing righteousness. The Lord declared through
Ezekiel, “When the righteous turns from his righteousness and commits



iniquity, then he shall die in it. But when the wicked turns from his
wickedness and practices justice and righteousness, he will live by them”
(Ezek. 33:18-19). Hosea pleaded, “Return, O Israel, to the Lord your God,
for you have stumbled because of your iniquity. Take words with you and
return to the Lord. Say to Him, ‘Take away all iniquity, and receive us
graciously’” (Hos. 14:1-2). After Jonah’s reluctant but powerful warning
to Nineveh, “God saw their deeds, that they turned from their wicked way,
[and] then God relented concerning the calamity which He had declared
He would bring upon them. And He did not do it” (Jonah 3:10). Nineveh
brought forth fruit in keeping with repentance.

The 1dea that repentance is evidenced by renunciation of sin and by
righteous living did not originate with John the Baptist, but had long been
an integral part of orthodox Judaism. Faithful rabbis had taught that one of
the most important passages in Scripture was, “Wash yourselves, make
yourselves clean; remove the evil of your deeds from My sight. Cease to
do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, reprove the ruthless; defend the
orphan, plead for the widow” (Isa. 1:16-17).

Theologian Erich Sauer, in The Triumph of the Crucified (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1951, p. 67), speaks of repentance as ‘“a threefold
action. In the understanding it means knowledge of sin; in the feelings it
means pain and grief; and in the will it means a change of mind.” True
repentance first of all involves understanding and insight, intellectual
awareness of the need for moral and spiritual cleansing and change.
Second, it involves our emotions. We come to feel the need that our mind
knows. Third, it involves appropriate actions that result from what our
mind knows and our heart feels.

Recognition of personal sin is the important first step. But by itself
it is useless, even dangerous, because it tends to make a person think that
mere recognition is all that is necessary. A hardened pharaoh admitted his
sin (Ex. 9:27), a double-minded Balaam admitted his (Num. 22:34), a
greedy Achan acknowledged his (Josh. 7:20), and an insincere Saul
confessed his (1 Sam. 15:24). The rich young ruler who asked Jesus how to
have eternal life went away sorrowful but not repentant (Luke 18:23).
Even Judas, despairing over his betrayal of Jesus, said to the chief priests
and elders, “I have sinned by betraying innocent blood” (Matt. 27:4). All
of those men recognized their sin, yet none of them repented. They were
experiencing what Paul called “the sorrow of the world” that “produces



death” instead of the “godly sorrow” that “produces a repentance” (2 Cor.
7:10-11).

True repentance will include a deep feeling of wrongdoing and of
sin against God. David begins his great penitential psalm by crying out,
“Be gracious to me, O God, according to Thy lovingkindness; according to
the greatness of Thy compassion blot out my transgressions” (Ps. 51:1).
He not only clearly saw his sin but deeply felt his need to be rid of it. In
another psalm he declared, “When I kept silent about my sin, my body
wasted away through my groaning all day long” (Ps. 32:3).

The sorrow of true repentance is like David’s; it is sorrow for
offense against a holy God, not simply regret over the personal
consequences of our sin. Sorrow over being found out or over suffering
hardship or discipline because of our sin is not godly sorrow, and has
nothing to do with repentance. That sort of sorrow is but selfish regret,
concern for self rather than for God. It merely adds to the original sin.

Even acknowledgement of sin and feeling of offense against God
do not complete repentance. If it is genuine, it will result in a changed life
that bears fruit in keeping with repentance. David, after confessing and
expressing great remorse for his sin against God, determined that, with
God’s help, he would forsake his sin and turn to righteousness. “Create in
me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me,... Then I
will teach transgressors Thy ways, and sinners will be converted to Thee”
(Ps. 51:10, 13). Fruit is always seen in Scripture as manifested behavior
(cf. Matt. 7:20).

The great Puritan Thomas Goodwin called for repentance with
these striking words:

Fall down upon thy knees afore him, and with a heart broken to
water, acknowledge, as Shimei, thy treason and rebellions
against him who never did thee hurt; and acknowledge, with a
rope ready fitted to thy neck by thy own hands, as they
Benhadad’s servants wore; that is, confessing that if he will hang
thee up, he may. . . . Tell Him that He may shew his justice on
thee, if he will; and present thy naked breast, thy hateful soul, as
a butt and mark for him, if He please, to shoot his arrows into
and sheathe his sword in. Only desire him to remember that he
sheathed his sword first in the bowels of his Son, Zech. 13:7,



when he made his soul an offering for sin. (The Works of Thomas
Goodwin [Edinburgh: James Nichol, 1863], 7:231)

Another Puritan, William Perkins, wrote, “Godly sorrow causeth
grief for sin, because it is sin. It makes any man in whom it is to be of this
disposition and mind, that if there were no conscience to accuse, no devil
to terrify, no Judge to arraign and condemn, no hell to torment, yet he
would be humbled and brought on his knees for his sins, because he hath
offended a loving, merciful, and long-suffering God.”

Ultimately, of course, repentance like that is a gift of God.
Speaking to the Sanhedrin, the supreme Jewish council, Peter and some of
the other apostles said, “He [Jesus] is the one whom God exalted to His
right hand as a Prince and a Savior, to grant repentance to Israel, and
forgiveness of sins” (Acts 5:31). Some while later, after he himself had
finally been persuaded by God that the Gentiles were eligible for the
kingdom (10:1-35), Peter managed to convince skeptical Jewish Christians
in Jerusalem, who then “glorified God, saying, ‘Well then, God has
granted to the Gentiles also the repentance that leads to life’” (11:18). Paul
called Timothy to be a gentle bond-servant of the Lord in proclaiming the
truth to the lost in the hope that “God may grant them repentance leading
to the knowledge of the truth, and they may come to their senses and
escape from the snare of the devil, having been held captive by him to do
his will” (2 Tim. 2:25-26).

It was clearly not God-given repentance that the Pharisees and
Sadducees professed before John. Of all people they should have known
the meaning of true repentance, but they did not. They were hypocrites and
phonies, as John well knew. He had seen absolutely no evidence of true
repentance, and he demanded to see such evidence before he would baptize
them. As in the case of all baptisms since John, they are to be outward
signs of inward transformation.

John’s words to those religious leaders was at once a rebuke and an
invitation: Therefore bring forth fruit in keeping with repentance. “You
have shown no evidence of it,” he was saying, “but now you have
opportunity to truly repent if you mean it. Show me that you have turned
from your wicked hypocrisy to genuine godliness, and 1 will be glad to
baptize you.” The rabbis taught that the gates of repentance never close,
that repentance is like the sea, because a person can bathe in it at any hour.



Rabbi Eleezar said, “It is the way of the world, when a man has insulted
his fellow in public, and after a time seeks to be reconciled to him, that the
other says, ‘You insult me publicly, and now you would be reconciled to
me between us two alone! Go bring the men in whose presence you
insulted me, and I will be reconciled to you.” But God is not so. A man
may stand and rail and blaspheme in the market place and the Holy One
says, ‘Repent between us two alone, and I will receive you.”” (cited in
William Barclay, The Gospel of Matthew [Philadelphia: Westminster,
1975], 1:56).

Some years ago a well-known man in public ministry openly and
repeatedly ridiculed a fellow minister. After many months of criticism, the
first man decided that he was wrong in what he had done and went to the
other minister asking his forgiveness. It was reported that the one who had
been criticized replied, “You attacked me publicly and you should
apologize publicly. When you do I will forgive you.”

There is no reason to believe that John the Baptist intended to
humiliate the Pharisees and Sadducees or demand some sort of public
demonstration of their sincerity. But he insisted on seeing valid evidence
of true repentance and would not be party to their using him to promote
their own selfish and ungodly purposes.

Knowing what they were probably thinking, John continued, and
do not suppose that you can say to yourselves, “We have Abraham for
our father.” They believed that simply being Abraham’s descendants,
members of God’s chosen race, made them spiritually secure. Not so, John
said, for I say to you, that God is able from these stones to raise up
children to Abraham. Descent from Abraham was not a passport to
heaven. It was a great advantage in knowing and understanding God’s will
(Rom. 3:1-2; 9:4-5), but without faith in Him that advantage becomes a
more severe condemnation. If Abraham himself was justified only by his
personal faith (Gen. 15:6; Rom. 4:1-3), how could his descendants expect
to be justified in any other way (Rom. 3:21-22)?

Many Jews of New Testament times believed, and many Orthodox
Jews of our own day still believe, that simply their Jewishness assures
them a place in God’s kingdom. The rabbis taught that “all Israelites have
a portion in the world to come.” They spoke of the “delivering merits of
the fathers,” who passed on spiritual merit to their descendants. Some
even taught that Abraham stood guard at the gates of Gehenna, or hell,



turning back any Israelite who happened that way. They claimed that it
was Abraham’s merit that enabled Jewish ships to sail safely on the seas,
that sent rain on their crops, that enabled Moses to receive the law and to
enter heaven, and that caused David’s prayers to be heard.

That was the sort of presumption John the Baptist rebuked. No
descent from Abraham, no matter how genetically pure, could make a
person right with God. Jesus contradicted the similar claims of another
group of Pharisees, except in even stronger terms than John’s. After they
self-righteously asserted, “Abraham is our father, “Jesus said, “If you are
Abraham’s children, do the deeds of Abraham. But as it is, you are seeking
to kill Me, a man who has told you the truth, which I heard from God; this
Abraham did not do” (John 8:39-40). Our Lord went on to say that their
deeds proved their father was actually Satan. In Jesus’ story of the rich
man and Lazarus, it is overlooked that the rich man in hell addresses
Abraham as “Father,” and Abraham, speaking from heaven, calls the rich
man his “Child.” But the rich man was then told by Abraham, “Between us
and you there 1s a great chasm fixed, in order that those who wish to come
over from here to you may not be able, and that none may cross over from
there to us” (Luke 16:25-26). A child of Abraham in hell was beyond their
thinking.

The Jews generally considered Gentiles to be the occupants of hell,
spiritually lifeless and hopeless, dead stones as far as a right relationship
with God is concerned. It may be that John played on that figure in
declaring that God is able from these stones to raise up children to
Abraham, that is, true children of Abraham who come to the Lord as
Abraham did, by faith. When the Roman centurion asked Jesus to heal his
servant simply by saying the word, Jesus replied, “Truly I say to you, |
have not found such great faith with anyone in Israel. And I say to you,
that many shall come from east and west, and recline at the table with
Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven; but the sons of
the kingdom [i.e., Israelites] shall be cast out into the outer darkness; in
that place there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 8:10-12).

In John’s preaching, as in the Old Testament prophets, judgment
was closely connected with salvation in the coming of the Messiah. Those
men of God saw no gap between His coming to save and His coming to
judge. Isaiah wrote of the “shoot” that would “spring from the stem of
Jesse, and a branch from his roots” who would “decide with fairness for



the afflicted of the earth; and He will strike the earth with the rod of His
mouth, and with the breath of His lips He will slay the wicked” (Isa.
11:1,4). Speaking again of the Messiah, Isaiah wrote, “The Spirit of the
Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good
news to the afflicted;. . . to proclaim the favorable year of the Lord, and
the day of vengeance of our God” (Isa. 61:1-2; cf. Joel 3). In his blessing
of the infant Jesus in the Temple, Simeon said of Him, “Behold, this Child
is appointed for the fall and rise of many in Israel” (Luke 2:34).

Israel experienced a foretaste of God’s judgment in the ravaging of
Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple in A.D. 70, only about forty
years after John the Baptist preached. Every unbeliever likewise faces a
certain judgment when he dies, and even before death people may suffer
foretaste judgments from God because of sin and rebellion. As the book of
Proverbs repeatedly reminds us (1:32-33; 2:3-22; 3:33-35; etc.), God
makes certain that ultimately, and even to a great extent in this life, the
good will reap goodness and the evil will reap evil (cf. Rom. 2:5-11).

John apparently believed that God’s ultimate judgment was
imminent. Because the Messiah had arrived, the axe is already laid at the
root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is
cut down and thrown into the fire.

At the end of every harvest season the farmer would go through his
vineyard or orchard looking for plants that had borne no good fruit. These
would be cut down to make room for productive vines and trees and to
keep them from taking nutrients from the soil that were needed by the
good plants. A fruitless tree was a worthless and useless tree, fit only to be
cut down and thrown into the fire. Jesus used a similar figure in
describing false disciples. “If anyone does not abide in Me, he is thrown
away as a branch, and dries up; and they gather them, and cast them into
the fire, and they are burned” (John 15:6). Fruitless repentance is
worthless and useless; it means absolutely nothing to God.

Fire is a frequent biblical symbol of the torment of divine
punishment and judgment. Because of their exceptional wickedness,
Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed by “brimstone and fire from the
Lord out of heaven” (Gen. 19:24). After Korah, his men, and their
households were swallowed up by the earth and “went down alive to
Sheol . . . fire also came forth from the Lord and consumed the two
hundred and fifty men who were offering the incense” (Num. 16:32-



33,35). In His role as a righteous Judge, God is frequently called “a
consuming fire” (Ex. 24:17; Deut. 4:24; 9:3; etc.). In the last chapter in the
Old Testament, Malachi speaks of the coming day that will be “burning
like a furnace; and all the arrogant and every evildoer will be chaff; and
the day that is coming will set them ablaze” (Mal. 4:1). John’s preaching
picked up where Malachi left off, and Jesus Himself often spoke of the
fires of hell (Matt. 5:22, 29; Mark 9:43, 47; Luke 3:17; etc.).
John was speaking specifically to the unrepentant Pharisees and
Sadducees, but his message of judgment was to every person, every tree
. that does not bear good fruit, who refuses to turn to God for
forgiveness and salvation and therefore has no evidence, no good fruit, of
genuine repentance. Salvation is not verified by a past act, but by present
fruitfulness.

THE CONSOLATION

As for me, I baptize you with water for repentance, but He who is
coming after me is mightier than I, and I am not fit to remove His
sandals; He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. And His
winnowing fork is in His hand, and He will thoroughly clear His
threshing floor; and He will gather His wheat into the barn, but He
will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire. (3:11-12)

With the message of judgment John also gives a measure of hope
and consolation. Here he speaks specifically of the Messiah, who had
come in order that no one need face God’s judgment.

First, John explains how his baptism differed from that of the
Messiah: 1 baptize you with water for repentance. John’s baptism
reflected a ritual the Jews often used when a Gentile accepted the God of
Israel. The ceremony was the mark of an outsider’s becoming a part of the
chosen people. In John’s ministry it marked the outward profession of
inward repentance, which prepared a person for the coming of the King.
As the apostle Paul explained many years later, “John baptized with the



baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in Him who was
coming after him, that is, in Jesus” (Acts 19:4).

The second baptism mentioned here is by the Messiah, a baptism
by the One John says is coming after me and who is mightier than I,
whose sandals John was not fit to remove. One of the lowliest tasks of a
slave in that day was removing the sandals of his master and any guests
and then washing their feet. It was the symbol Jesus Himself used in
teaching His disciples to be servants (John 13:5-15). The humility of John,
one mark of his spiritual stature, is evident in this description of the One
he heralded and is consistent with his expression in John 3:30 that “He
must increase, but I must decrease.”

Among the ways in which the Messiah would be mightier than
John would be in His baptism with the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit was
promised by Jesus to His disciples as “another Helper, that He may be
with you forever; that is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot
receive, because it does not behold Him or know Him, but you know Him
because He abides with you, and will be in you” (John 14:16-17). At
Pentecost (Acts 2:1-4) and during the initial formation of the church (Acts
8:5-17; 10:44-48; 19:1-7), the promised Holy Spirit did come upon the
disciples, baptizing them and establishing them in the body of Christ.
Though without such dramatic attending signs, every believer since that
time is baptized into the church by Christ with God’s Spirit. “For by one
Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether
slaves or free” (1 Cor. 12:13).

John’s word about the Holy Spirit must have been comforting and
thrilling to the faithful Jews among his hearers, those who hoped for the
day when God would “pour out [His] Spirit on all mankind” (Joel 2:28),
when He would “sprinkle clean water on [them],” and “give [them] a new
heart and put a new spirit within [them]” (Ezek. 36:25-26). In that day
they would at last be baptized in the very power and person of God
Himself.

The third baptism mentioned here is that of fire. Many interpreters
take this to be a part of the Holy Spirit baptism, which began at Pentecost
and which in that instance was accompanied by “tongues of fire” (Acts
2:3). But the Acts account says that those tongues “appeared to them” (that
is, the waiting disciples) “as of fire.” They were not fire, but looked like
licks of fire. In his last promise of the soon-coming baptism with the Holy



Spirit, Jesus said nothing about actual fire being a part of the experience
(Acts 1:5). And when, a short time later, Cornelius and his household were
baptized with the Holy Spirit, no fire was present (Acts 10:44; 11:16; cf.
8:17; 19:6).

Other interpreters take the fire to represent a spiritual cleansing, as
described in the quotation above from Ezekiel. But nothing in Ezekiel’s
text, in the context of John’s message here, or in the Pentecost reference to
the tongues “as of fire” relates to such cleansing.

Consequently, it seems best to consider fire as representing God’s
coming judgment, which, as we have seen, is so frequently in Scripture
symbolized by fire. In both the preceding and following verses (10, 12)
John clearly uses fire to represent judgment and punishment. It is
impossible that the middle reference to fire would concern an entirely
different subject. Both of the adjoining verses contrast the fates of
believers and unbelievers, those who bear good fruit and those who do not
(v. 10) and the valuable wheat and the worthless chaff (v. 12). It therefore
seems logical and natural to take verse 11 also as a contrast between
believers (those baptized with the Holy Spirit) and unbelievers (those
baptized with the fire of God’s judgment).

As 1n the preceding two verses, John again gives consolation to
believers but warning to unbelievers: And His winnowing fork is in His
hand, and He will thoroughly clear His threshing floor; and He will
gather His wheat into the barn, but He will burn up the chaff with
unquenchable fire. The figure is changed to that of a farmer who has just
harvested his grain crop.

In Palestine, as in many other parts of the ancient world, farmers
made a threshing floor by picking out a slight depression in the ground,
or digging one if necessary, usually on a hill where breezes could be
caught. The soil would then be wetted and packed down until it was very
hard. Around the perimeter of the floor, which was perhaps thirty or forty
feet in diameter, rocks would be stacked to keep the grain in place. After
the stalks of grain were placed onto the floor, an ox, or a team of oxen,
would drag heavy pieces of wood around over the grain, separating the
wheat kernels from the chaff, or straw. Then the farmer would take a
winnowing fork and throw a pile of grain into the air. The wind would
blow the chaff away, while the kernels, being heavier, would fall back to
the floor. Eventually, nothing would be left but the good and useful wheat.



In a similar way the Messiah will separate out everyone who
belongs to Him and, like a farmer, He will gather His wheat into the
barn, where it will be forever safe and protected. Also in a similar way to
the farmer’s, He will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire. The
long-awaited Messiah would Himself perform both functions, though not
in the time and sequence that John and the prophets before him may have
thought. The final separation and the ultimate judgment will be only at
Christ’s second coming, when the unsaved “will go away into eternal
punishment, but the righteous into eternal life” (Matt. 25:46). That scene
i1s dramatically presented by our Lord in the parable of the tares (Matt.
13:36-43) and the parable of the dragnet (Matt. 13:47-50).

John’s introduction to the person and ministry of the Messiah
prepared the people for the arrival of their King.



The Coronation of
the King (3:13-17)

Then Jesus arrived from Galilee at the Jordan coming to John, to be
baptized by him. But John tried to prevent Him, saying, “I have need
to be baptized by You, and do You come to me?” But Jesus answering
said to him, “Permit it at this time; for in this way it is fitting for us to
fulfill all righteousness.” Then he permitted Him. And after being
baptized, Jesus went up immediately from the water; and behold, the
heavens were opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending as a
dove, and coming upon Him, and behold, a voice out of the heavens,
saying, “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased.” (3:13-
17)

Though Matthew does not use the terms, we see in this passage
what might be called the divine commissioning, or the coronation, of the
King. The gospel writer has given us the King’s ancestry (1:1-17), His
arrival (1:18-25), His adoration (2:1-12), His attestation (2:13-23), and His
announcement (3:1-12). Now we see His anointing, His coronation.

There is something strikingly majestic about this great event that
brings all the preceding events into focus. Here, for the first time, the Lord
Jesus Christ comes fully onto the stage of the gospel story. Here is where
His ministry and work truly begin. Everything before this, even those
events which directly involved the young Jesus, were introductory and
preparatory. Bethlehem, Egypt, and Nazareth are all behind. From this day
on the Son of Man would call no place His earthly home (8:20), but was to
move about fulfilling His mission.

After an eternity of glory in heaven and some thirty years of virtual
obscurity on earth, the Messiah-King is manifested publicly for the world



to see and know. As “the voice of one crying in the wilderness,” John the
Baptist had faithfully prepared the way for the King, even as Isaiah had
prophesied (3:3; Isa. 40:3). The herald of the King had announced the
coming of the King, and now the King Himself appears for His coronation.
One cannot fail to be aware that in these few verses Matthew
reports the three central and absolutely critical aspects of Jesus’
coronation as King of kings: the baptism of the Son, the anointing of the
Spirit, and the confirmation of the Father. As clearly as in any passage in
Scripture we see here the revelation and the working of the Trinity—the
Son, the Spirit, and the Father. Because He is no earthly King and His is no
earthly kingdom, no men crowned Him—only God, while men watched.

BAPTISM OF THE SON

Then Jesus arrived from Galilee at the Jordan coming to John, to be
baptized by him. But John tried to prevent Him, saying, “I have need
to be baptized by You, and do You come to me?” But Jesus answering
said to him, “Permit it at this time; for in this way it is fitting for us to
fulfill all righteousness.” Then he permitted Him. (3:13-15)

We will first look at some of the details of the baptism and then at
its significance.

We are not told the exact time to which the then refers, and
Matthew no doubt uses the term simply to show the general sequence of
events. We do not know the precise length of John’s ministry, but
according to Luke he began preaching “in the fifteenth year of the reign of
Tiberius Caesar, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod
was tetrarch of Galilee. . . in the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas”
(3:1-2). The best assumption is that it occurred in the year A.D. 29, quite a
few months, perhaps nearly a year, before Jesus’ baptism. John also
continued to preach for a while afterward, causing his ministry to be
ending as Jesus’ ministry was beginning.



We know that John was about six months older than Jesus (Luke
1:26) and that Jesus began His ministry when He “was about thirty years
of age” (Luke 3:23). If John began preaching at the same age, he would
have been ministering for about six months when Jesus came to him for
baptism. But we have no reason to believe that the two began ministering
at the same age. And though we know how old Jesus was when He began,
we are given no reason as to why He began at that age.

Some scholars suggest that the age of 30 was the generally
accepted age for Jewish religious leaders to begin their ministry.
According to Numbers 4:30, priests entered the priesthood at that age. But
that provision was temporary, because a short while later the age was
lowered to 25 (Num. 8:24) and later to 20 (1 Chron. 23:24)—where it
continued to be through the reign of Hezekiah (2 Chron. 31:17) and even
through the Captivity (Ezra 3:8). We therefore lack clear insight, either
biblical or traditional, as to why either John or Jesus began to minister
when they did.

We know from the parallel passage in Luke that when Jesus
arrived from Galilee at the Jordan, He did not come for a private
ceremony. “Now it came about when all the people were baptized, that
Jesus also was baptized” (Luke 3:21). Jesus was not to have a private,
secret anointing as David first did (1 Sam. 16:13; cf. 2 Sam. 2:4).

Arrived is from paraginomai, which, as we saw in relation to the
magi (2:1) and John the Baptist (“came,” 3:1), was often used to indicate
an official arrival or public appearance. We learn from Mark 1:9 that Jesus
not only came from Galilee, but specifically from Nazareth, when He
came to see John. It is clear from all the gospel accounts (cf. Mark 1:9;
Luke 3:21; John 1:29) that Jesus came alone. No family members or
friends accompanied Him, and He had as yet called no disciples.

We do not know exactly where on the Jordan River John was then
baptizing, though it seems likely it was toward the southern end, and
therefore near Jericho and the Dead Sea. John tells us that it was near
“Bethany beyond the Jordan” (John 1:28), but the precise location of that
town is uncertain.

We know from John’s greeting to Jesus that he recognized Him
immediately, but we have no idea how well they knew each other at this
time. They were cousins, and before their births Mary stayed with
Elizabeth for three months in the hill country of Judah, where the two



women shared with each other their wonderful blessings (Luke 1:39-56).
Elizabeth knew before Jesus’ birth that Mary’s child would be the
Messiah, because she addressed Mary as “the mother of my Lord” (Luke
1:43). Surely Elizabeth would often have shared this wonderful news with
her son John, the one whom the angel had told her husband would be “the
forerunner before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah” (Luke 1:17; cf. v.
66). Both boys grew physically and spiritually (Luke 1:80; 2:40), but they
did so separately—Jesus in Nazareth and John in the wilderness. It may
be, therefore, that they had little, if any, ongoing firsthand acquaintance
with one another.

Jesus came to John specifically to be baptized by him, as
indicated by the aorist passive infinitive (baptisthénai), which emphasizes
purpose. But the idea of Jesus’ being baptized by him was unthinkable to
John. He not only knew Jesus’ human identity but His divine identity. The
apostle John tells us that John the Baptist “saw Jesus coming to him, and
said, ‘Behold, the Lamb of God!” ” (John 1:29). John knew that this was
God’s own anointed Messiah, come to fulfill God’s redemptive purpose.
The Baptist’s first reaction to Jesus’ request for baptism was I have need
to be baptized by You.

It is not difficult to understand John’s concern. His baptism was for
confession of sin and repentance (3:2, 6, 11), of which he himself had
need; but Jesus had no sins to confess or be forgiven of. John’s baptism
was for those who turned from their sin and thereby became fit for the
arrival of the great King. Why, then, would the sinless King Himself want
to be baptized?

An ancient apocryphal book called The Gospel According to the
Hebrews suggests that Jesus asked for baptism because His mother and
brothers wanted Him to: “Behold, the mother of the Lord and His brethren
said to Him, ‘John the Baptist baptizeth for the remission of sins, let us go
and be baptized by him.” But He said to them, ‘What sin have I committed
that I should go and be baptized by him, except perchance this very thing
that I have said in ignorance?’” The writer of that spurious gospel saw the
problem, but his solution was purely speculative and is incongruous with
the rest of the New Testament.

For others in the early centuries, Jesus’ coming for baptism seemed
to pose no problem at all. Those who were strongly influenced by Gnostic
philosophy believed that until His baptism Jesus was just an ordinary man,



sinful like every other man. At His baptism he was endowed with deity by
the divine /ogos (Word), the “Christ Spirit.” His baptism was therefore
necessary to purify Him and make Him suitable to receive the divine
endowment. Like the rest of the Gnostic views, that idea does not square
with Scripture. Jesus was born the Son of God (Luke 1:32, 35) and was
called “‘Immanuel,” which translated means ‘God with us,”” even before
His birth (Matt. 1:23).

It was because John the Baptist was fully aware of Jesus’ deity and
sinlessness that he tried to prevent Him. The Greek verb is in the
imperfect tense (diekGluen) and suggests a continued effort by John—*"“he
kept trying to prevent Him.” The verb is also a compound, whose
prepositional prefix (dia) intensifies it. The pronouns in John’s statement
are all emphatic, giving evidence of his bewilderment. I have need to be
baptized by You, and do You come to me? He did not directly contradict
Jesus, as Peter would do (Matt. 16:22), but he thought that somehow he
surely misunderstood what Jesus intended, that He could not possibly
mean what He seemed to be saying.

John resisted baptizing Jesus for exactly the opposite reason that he
resisted baptizing the Pharisees and Sadducees. They were in great need of
repentance but were unwilling to ask for it and gave no evidence of having
it. John therefore refused to baptize them, calling them a “brood of vipers”
(3:7). Jesus, by contrast, came for baptism, though He alone of all
mankind had no need of repentance. John refused to baptize the Pharisees
and Sadducees because they were totally unworthy of it. Now he was
almost equally reluctant to baptize Jesus, because He was too worthy for
1t.

John knew that his baptism for repentance from sin was totally
inappropriate for Jesus. John acknowledged Jesus as the Christ, “the Lamb
of God who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29). Why should the
One who takes away sin submit Himself to a ceremony that represents
confession and repentance of sin?

John’s attempt to prevent Jesus from being baptized is therefore a
testimony to Jesus’ sinlessness. This prophet, of whom the Lord Himself
said there had “not arisen anyone greater” (Matt. 11:11), knew that he
himself was not sinless. I have need to be baptized by You, he told Jesus,
and do You come to me? “I am only a prophet of God,” John was saying,
“and I am sinful like everyone whom I baptize. But You are the Son of



God and sinless. You are not a sinner. Why, then, do you ask me to baptize
You?” Among John’s many God-given insights into who Jesus was, what
He was like, and what He had come to do, was his knowledge that the One
who now stood before Him was without sin. In a less direct but yet definite
way, John declared with the writer of Hebrews that Jesus, though “tempted
in all things as we are, [is] yet without sin” (Heb. 4:15). So even in his
reluctance to baptize Christ, John was fulfilling the role of a herald and the
office of a prophet by proclaiming the perfection of the Savior.

Why did Jesus, who was even more aware of His own sinlessness
than John was, want to submit Himself to an act that testified to
confession and repentance of sin? Some interpreters suggest that He
intended His baptism to be a sort of initiatory rite for His high priesthood,
reflecting the ceremony which prepared the Old Testament priests for their
ministry. Others suggest that Jesus wanted to identify Himself with the
Gentiles, who were initiated into Judaism as proselytes by the act of
baptism. Still others take Jesus’ baptism to be His recognition and
endorsement of John’s authority, His accrediting of John as a true prophet
of God and the genuine forerunner of His own ministry. A fourth view is
that the Lord intended to be baptized vicariously for the sins of mankind,
making His baptism, along with His atoning death on the cross, a part of
His sin-bearing, redemptive work.

But none of those views is supported by Scripture, and none fits the
context of the present passage. Jesus Himself explains to John His reason
for wanting to be baptized. In His first recorded words since the age of
twelve, when He told His parents, “Did you not know that I had to be in
My Father’s house?” (Luke 2:49), Jesus said, Permit it at this time; for
in this way it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness. These are
words of royal dignity and humility.

Jesus did not deny that He was spiritually superior to John or that
He was sinless. Permit it at this time was an idiom meaning that the act
of His baptism, though not seemingly appropriate, was indeed appropriate
for this special time. Jesus understood John’s reluctance and knew that it
came from deep spiritual commitment and sincerity. He gave permission
for John to do what, without divine instruction, he would never have been
willing to do. He assured the prophet that in this way it is fitting, and
went on to explain to John that His baptism was important for both of their
ministries, for us to fulfill all righteousness. For God’s plan to be



perfectly fulfilled, it was necessary for Jesus to be baptized and to be
baptized specifically by John.

It seems that one reason Jesus submitted to baptism was to give an
example of obedience to His followers. As the King of kings Jesus
recognized that He had no ultimate obligation to pay taxes to a human
government. When Peter on one occasion asked about the matter, Jesus
replied, “ ‘What do you think, Simon? From whom do the kings of the
earth collect customs or poll-tax, from their sons or from strangers?’ And
upon his saying, ‘From strangers,” Jesus said to him, ‘Consequently the
sons are exempt. But, lest we give them offense,... give it [a stater coin] to
them for you and Me’” (Matt. 17:25-27). As Scripture makes clear in
many places, it is proper and right for believers, even though they are sons
of God, to honor and pay taxes to human governments (see Rom. 13:1-7;
Titus 3:1; 1 Pet. 2:13-15). In every case, Jesus modeled obedience. In His
baptism He acknowledged that John’s standard of righteousness was valid
and in action affirmed it as the will of God to which men are to be subject.

Jesus came into the world to identify with men; and to identify
with men is to identify with sin. He could not purchase righteousness for
mankind if He did not identify with mankind’s sin. Hundreds of years
before Christ’s coming, Isaiah had declared that the Messiah “was
numbered with the transgressors; yet He Himself bore the sin of many, and
interceded for the transgressors” (Isa. 53:12). Jesus’ baptism also
represented the willing identification of the sinless Son of God with the
sinful people He came to save.

That was the first act of His ministry, the first step in the
redemptive plan that He came to fulfill. He who had no sin took His place
among those who had no righteousness. He who was without sin submitted
to a baptism for sinners. In this act the Savior of the world took His place
among the sinners of the world. The sinless Friend of sinners was sent by
the Father “in the likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for sin, He
condemned sin in the flesh” (Rom. 8:3); and He “made Him who knew no
sin to be sin on our behalf, that we might become the righteousness of God
in Him” (2 Cor. 5:21; cf. Isa. 53:11). There was no other way to fulfill all
righteousness.

Jesus’ baptism not only was a symbol of His identity with sinners
but was also a symbol of His death and resurrection, and therefore a
prefigurement of Christian baptism. Jesus made only two other references



to personal baptism, and each related to His death. Not long before His
final trip to Jerusalem He told His disciples, “I have a baptism to undergo,
and how distressed I am until it is accomplished!” (Luke 12:50). On the
other occasion He was responding to the request by James and John that
they be given the top positions in His heavenly kingdom. “You do not
know what you are asking for. Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or
to be baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized?” (Mark 10:38).
Jesus’ supreme identification with sinners was His taking their sin upon
Himself, which He did at Calvary.

Though John, having been given such a brief explanation, could not
possibly have comprehended the full meaning of Jesus’ baptism, he
accepted His Lord’s word and obeyed. Then he permitted Him.

ANOINTING OF THE SPIRIT

And after being baptized, Jesus went up immediately from the water;
and behold, the heavens were opened, and he saw the Spirit of God
descending as a dove, and coming upon Him, (3:16)

John’s baptism, and that of Jesus’ disciples during His earthly
ministry (John 4:1-2), represented cleansing, or washing, from sin.
Christian baptism represents the believer’s identification with Christ’s
death and resurrection (Rom. 6:4; Col. 2:12). In both cases the
significance of the act is lost if it does not involve immersion. Sprinkling
or pouring does not fit either the symbolism of cleansing or of dying and
being raised.

The Greek word itself (baptizo) means literally to dip an object
into water or other liquid, not to have the liquid put on the object. If all the
forms of this word in Scripture had been translated (as “immersed”)
instead of being simply transliterated (as “baptized”)—first into Latin and
then into modern languages—the confusion we now see regarding the
mode of baptism would never have arisen. In relation to other things the
same word is translated—as we see in Luke 16:24, where the rich man in



Hades asks that Lazarus might “dip [from baptizd] the tip of his finger in
water and cool off my tongue,” and John 13:26, where Jesus “dipped [also
from baptiza] the morsel.” As can be determined from any Greek lexicon,
the original word never had a meaning other than dipping or submerging,
and no other term is used for baptizing.

The Christian church knew no form of baptism but immersion until
the Middle Ages, when the practice of sprinkling or pouring was
introduced by the Roman Catholic church—which itself had previously
always baptized by immersion. The great Catholic theologian Thomas
Aquinas (1225-1274) said, “In immersion the setting forth of the burial of
Christ is more plainly expressed, in which this manner of baptizing is
more commendable.” The Catholic church did not recognize other modes
until the Council of Ravenna, held in France in 1311. It was from the
Catholic church that Lutheran and Reformed churches inherited the form
of sprinkling or pouring. The Church of England did not begin the practice
of sprinkling until 1645. The Eastern Orthodox church has never permitted
any mode but immersion.

That Jesus went up immediately from the water indicates that He
had been all the way into the water. John was baptizing in the Jordan (3:6),
and his custom was to baptize where “there was much water” (John 3:23),
which would have been pointless if only sprinkling were used (cf. Acts
8:38-39).

At the moment Jesus came out of the river, behold, the heavens
were opened. When Ezekiel saw the heavens opened and had the vision of
God, he saw such things as the four living creatures, the chariot, and the
wheels (Ezek. 1:1-19). Just before he died, Stephen saw “the heavens
opened up and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God” (Acts
7:56), and John the apostle had several heavenly visions (Rev. 4:1; 11:19;
19:11). Paul’s experience of being “caught up to the third heaven” was so
wonderful and amazing as to be “inexpressible” (2 Cor. 12:2-4).

As one commentator suggests, “Just as the veil of the Temple was
rent in twain to symbolize the perfect access of all men to God, so here the
heavens are rent asunder to show how near God is to Jesus, and Jesus is to
God.”

When the heavens opened before John the Baptist, he saw the
Spirit of God descending as a dove, and coming upon Him, just as the
Lord had promised (John 1:33). The confirming sign was that of a dove,



the only instance in which the Holy Spirit was ever so represented. To the
Jewish mind of that day the dove was associated with sacrifice. Bullocks
were sacrificed by the rich and lambs by the middle class, but most of the
people were poor and could only afford a dove.

Why did the Holy Spirit come upon Jesus? When He became a
man, Jesus did not lose His divinity. He was still fully God in every way.
In His deity He needed nothing. But in His humanity He was here being
anointed for service and granted strength for ministry. The Spirit anointed
Him for His kingly service, as Isaiah had predicted: “The Spirit of the
Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good
news to the afflicted; He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to
proclaim liberty to captives, and freedom to prisoners” (Isa. 61:1). Among
other things, the Spirit of God came upon Jesus in His humanness in a
special way (John 3:34) that empowered Him to cast out demons (Matt.
12:28), to do miraculous signs and wonders (Acts 2:22), and to preach (cf.
Acts 10:38). Like every human being, Jesus became tired and hungry and
sleepy. His humanness needed strengthening, and that needed strength was
given by the Holy Spirit (cf. Matt. 4:1; Luke 4:14).

Jesus’ anointing with the Holy Spirit was unique. It was given to
empower Him in His humanness, but it was also given as a visible,
confirming sign to John the Baptist and to everyone else watching. Jesus
was indeed the Messiah, the great King whose coming the Lord had called
John to announce and to prepare men for.

CONFIRMATION BY THE FATHER

and behold, a voice out of the heavens, saying, “This is My beloved
Son, in whom I am well-pleased.” (3:17)

All the Trinity participated in Jesus’ baptism. The Son had
confirmed His own kingship by saying, “It is fitting for us to fulfill all
righteousness” (v. 15), and the Spirit had confirmed His right of
messiahship by resting on Him (v. 16). The final aspect of Jesus’



coronation, or commissioning, was the Father’s confirming word. For a
sacrifice to be acceptable to God it must be pure, spotless, without blemish
(Ex. 12:5; Lev. 1:3; Deut. 17:1; etc.). Of this One who willingly identified
Himself with sinners by His baptism and who was marked by the Holy
Spirit as the dove of sacrifice, the Father now said, This is My beloved
Son, in whom I am well-pleased.

No Old Testament sacrifice, no matter how carefully selected, had
ever been truly pleasing to God. It was not possible to find an animal that
did not have some blemish, some imperfection. Not only that, but the
blood of those animals was at best only symbolic, “for it is impossible for
the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” (Heb. 10:4; cf. 9:12). But
the sacrifice Jesus would make on the cross would be “with precious
blood, as of a lamb unblemished and spotless, the blood of Christ” (1 Pet.
1:19). Thus God could say He was well-pleased with the perfection of
Jesus Christ (cf. Matt. 17:5; John 12:28, where God repeats this
superlative commendation).

Beloved (agapétos) connotes a deep, rich, and profound
relationship. It is used here of the Father’s great love for His Son, but it is
also used elsewhere of His love for believers (Rom. 1:7) and for what
believers’ love toward each other should be (1 Cor. 4:14). Jesus is the
Father’s beloved above all those He loves, the beloved apart from whom
no other could ever be beloved (cf. Eph. 1:6). Only in His Son could the
Father ever be fully well-pleased (eudoked). God had examined, as it
were, His beloved Son, who would offer Himself as a sacrifice for the sins
of those with whom He was willing to identify Himself. No imperfection
could be found in Him, and God was delighted.

As believers, we too are a delight to the Father, because we are now
in the Son. Because the Father finds no imperfection in His Son, He now
by His grace finds no imperfection in those who trust in Him (cf. Rom.
3:26; 5:17,21; Gal. 2:20; 3:27; Eph. 1:3-6; etc.).

The fact that Jesus Christ is the Son of God is central to the gospel.
In no passage is that made more clear than in Hebrews 1:1-8:

God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers in the prophets in
many portions and in many ways, in these last days has spoken
to us in His Son, whom He appointed heir of all things, through
whom also He made the world. And He is the radiance of His



glory and the exact representation of His nature, and upholds all
things by the word of His power. When He had made purification
of sins, He sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high;
having become as much better than the angels, as He has
inherited a more excellent name than they. For to which of the
angels did He ever say, “Thou art My Son, today I have begotten
Thee”? And again, “I will be a Father to Him, and He shall be a
Son to Me”? And when He again brings the firstborn into the
world, He says, “And let all the angels of God worship Him.”
And of the angels He says, “Who makes His angels winds, and
His ministers a flame of fire.” But of the Son He says, “Thy
throne, O God, is forever and ever, and the righteous scepter is
the scepter of His kingdom.”

Jesus Christ is the fullest expression of God, superior to and
exalted above everything and everyone else. He is the beginning of all
things, Creator; the middle of all things, Sustainer and Purifier; and the
end of all things, Heir (see also Rom. 11:36; Col. 1:16).

The Son is the manifestation of God, the radiance of God’s
personal glory, the image of God (2 Cor. 4:4). In Him all deity dwells (Col.
1:15-19; 2:9). Because of His deity, He is superior to the angels who
worship Him. (For a fuller explanation of Jesus’ sonship, see the author’s
Hebrews [Chicago: Moody Press, 1983], pp. 27-29.)

Even God’s title as Father is a reference to His essential
relationship to Jesus Christ. God is presented in the New Testament more
as the Father of the Lord Jesus Christ (Matt. 11:27; John 5:17-18; 10:29-
33; 14:6-11; 17:1-5; Rom. 15:6; 2 Cor. 1:3; Eph. 1:3,17; Phil. 2:9-11; 1
Pet. 1:3; 2 John 3) than as the Father of believers (Matt. 6:9).

When Jesus called God “Father,” He was not emphasizing
primarily submission or generation but sameness of essence—that is,
deity. John 5:23 sums it up by demanding “that all may honor the Son,
even as they honor the Father.” No one can worship God unless he
worships Him as the God who is one with King Jesus—"the God and
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”



The Crisis
of Temptation (4:1-11)

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted
by the devil. And after He had fasted forty days and forty nights, He
then became hungry. And the tempter came and said to Him, “If You
are the Son of God, command that these stones become bread.” But He
answered and said, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live on bread alone,
but on every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God.”” Then the
devil took Him into the holy city; and he had Him stand on the
pinnacle of the temple, and said to Him, “If You are the Son of God
throw Yourself down; for it is written, ‘He will give His angels charge
concerning You’; and ‘On their hands they will bear You up, lest You
strike Your foot against a stone.”” Jesus said to him, “On the other
hand, it is written, ‘You shall not put the Lord your God to the test.””
Again, the devil took Him to a very high mountain, and showed Him
all the kingdoms of the world, and their glory; and he said to Him,
“All these things will I give You, if You fall down and worship me.”
Then Jesus said to him, “Begone, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall
worship the Lord your God, and serve Him only’” Then the devil left
Him; and behold, angels came and began to minister to Him. (4:1-11)

Since the Fall in the Garden of Eden, temptation has been a
constant, unrelenting part of human life. Men have tried to avoid and resist
it with self-inflicted pain to make themselves uncomfortable and
presumably humble, or by isolating themselves from other people and
from physical comforts. But no person has ever found a place or a
circumstance that can make him safe from temptation.



Throughout the history of the church much has been written and
spoken about overcoming temptation. A fifth-century Christian wrote,

Fly from all occasions of temptation, and if still tempted, fly
further still. If there is no escape possible, then have done with
running away and show a bold face and take the two-edged
sword of the Spirit. Some temptations must be taken by the
throat as David killed the lion; others must be stifled as David
hugged the bear to death. Some you had better keep to
yourselves and not give air. Shut them up as a scorpion in a
bottle. Scorpions in such confinement die soon, but if allowed
out for a crawl and then put back into the bottle and corked
down, they will live a long while and give you trouble. Keep the
cork on your temptations, and they will die of themselves.

Benedict of Nursia (c. 480-543) sought an increase of grace and
exemption from temptation by wearing a rough hair shirt and living for
three years in a desolate cave, where his scant food was lowered to him on
a cord. Once he threw himself into a clump of thorns and briars until his
body was covered with bleeding wounds. But he found no escape from
temptation. It followed him wherever he went and in whatever he did.

Others have tried to overcome temptation by, in effect, denying it.
Jovinian, a heretical fifth-century monk, taught that after a person was
baptized he was forever free of the devil’s power and from temptation.
Jerome, his most outstanding opponent, wisely commented that baptism
does not drown the devil.

In Matthew 4:1-11 one of the most monumental and mysterious
spiritual battles of all time is recounted—the personal confrontation
between Jesus Christ and Satan. The devil’s temptations directed at Jesus
in the wilderness of Judea were observed by no other human being. He was
entirely alone, and it is therefore obvious that we could know nothing of
what transpired there unless Jesus Himself had told His disciples of it.
Here He reveals the victory secret, as it were, of His momentous struggle
with Satan.

The encounter occurred immediately after Jesus’ baptism, which,
in the terms of His kingship, represented His coronation, His
commissioning. Now, after His proclamation as King comes the test of His



kingliness. His baptism in the Jordan declared His royalty; His testing in
the wilderness demonstrated it. Here Jesus proved He was worthy to
receive and to reign over the kingdom His Father would give Him. The
One of whom the Father had just said, “This 1s My beloved Son, in whom I
am well-pleased” (3:17), here shows why He was well-pleasing to His
Father. He shows that, even in the extreme of temptation, He consistently
lived in perfect harmony with the divine plan. Here He first demonstrated
His power over hell. His absolute sovereignty forbade Him to bow to the
“god of this world,” so He faced the full force of Satan’s wicked deception,
yet remained untouched and uncontaminated. Evil at its lowest was
overcome by Him, and goodness at its highest commended Him. The
combination of both accredited Him as King.

In this struggle of the Son of God with the son of perdition we are
given clear and applicable insights into Satan’s strategy against God and
His people and also into Christ’s way of victory over the tempter. Side by
side we are shown the way of danger and the way of escape, the way that
leads to defeat and death and the way that leads to victory and life—in
short, the way of Satan and the way of God.

It seems that Matthew had two primary purposes in presenting
Jesus’ temptations in the wilderness. First, as mentioned above, Jesus’
victory demonstrated His divine kingship, His royal power to resist the
only other great ruler and dominion in the universe, Satan himself. Christ
here won His first direct battle with His great enemy, and thereby gave
evidence of His glorious right and power as the King of kings and Lord of
lords, the supreme Ruler of all creation, the only God. By so doing, He
sealed His final victory yet to come. Satan’s purpose in the temptations
was, of course, just the opposite: to conquer the newly commissioned
King, to overthrow the Messiah, and to claim all His royal rights and
prerogatives for himself.

Matthew’s other purpose was to demonstrate the pattern found in
Jesus’ human victory over sin, a pattern that He longs to share with all
who belong to Him. When we face testing and temptation in the same way
our Lord did, we too can be victorious over the adversary’s attempts to
corrupt us and to usurp the Lord’s rightful place in our lives.

The momentous encounter that Matthew here describes, and from
which believers can gain such help and encouragement, may be divided
into three parts for study: the preparation, the temptation, and the triumph.



THE PREPARATION

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted
by the devil. And after He had fasted forty days and forty nights, He
then became hungry. (4:1-2)

We learn from Mark that “immediately the Spirit impelled Him to
go out into the wilderness” (Mark 1:12). The “immediately,” of course, is
sequential to the baptism. As soon as Jesus’ baptism was completed, His
forty-day wilderness experience began. Mark’s use of ekballo (“impelled”)
indicates the necessity of Jesus’ temptation. Although the temptations
were given by Satan, they were a part of God’s perfect plan for the
redemptive work of His Son.

One of the great truths of life, from which even the Son of God was
not exempt on earth, is that after every victory comes temptation. God’s
Word warns, “Let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor.
10:12). When we have just succeeded in something important, we are
invariably tempted to think that we made the accomplishment in our own
power and that it is rightfully and permanently ours. When we are most
exhilarated with success we are also most vulnerable to pride—and to
failure.

In one of my high school football games we were ahead by some
fifty points in the fourth quarter, and the coach was letting everyone play.
We were on about the five-yard line, and a touchdown was certain. The
coach decided to let a fourth-string runningback carry the ball, so that he
could have at least one touchdown to his credit before he graduated the
next spring. He easily ran through the hole the line opened up for him, and
he scored. As the crowd cheered he turned to wave, but kept running. He
hit the goal post and was knocked cold. He was so carried away with his
triumph that he completely lost his perspective and his sense of reality.
Consequently his victory was short-lived.

At other times success causes us to feel invincible and to let down
our guard, and when testings come we are not prepared for them. In the
contest between Elijah and the 450 prophets of Baal on Mt. Carmel, the



Lord gave dramatic and miraculous evidence that He was the true God and
that Elijah was His true prophet. First He sent fire from heaven to
consume the sacrifices and wood that Elijah had soaked with water. Then,
in answer to the prophet’s prayer, He sent rain to drought-stricken Judah (1
Kings 18:16-46). But within less than a day Elijah was in despair and
asked the Lord to take his life. After being courageous and immovable
before the 450 false prophets, he shriveled before the threats of Jezebel
(19:1-4). From the height of exhilarating victory he quickly fell into deep
despair.

No sooner had Israel been delivered from Egypt than Pharaoh came
pursuing her with his army. No sooner had Hezekiah left the solemn
Passover than Sennacherib came against him. No sooner had Paul received
an abundance of revelations than he was assaulted with vile temptations.

And no sooner had Jesus experienced the first great testimony to
His ministry than He faced the first great test of His ministry. After being
anointed by the Holy Spirit and attested by the Father, “Jesus, full of the
Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led about by the Spirit in the
wilderness” (Luke 4:1). Jesus now was in full consciousness of His divine
mission, and His sacred humanity was filled through and through with the
abiding presence and power of God. As never before, He was deeply
satisfied as He contemplated the redemptive work He was sent to
accomplish. After thirty years of waiting in obscurity He now was fully
commissioned to begin His task. Then the devil tried to turn Him away.

One of Satan’s most common scriptural names is the devil, from
diabolos, which means accuser or slanderer. Among the many other names
given him are: the ruler of this world (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11), the
prince of the power of the air (Eph. 2:2), the god of this world (2 Cor. 4:4),
the serpent of old and the deceiver of the whole world (Rev. 12:9),
Abaddon and Apollyon, both of which mean “destroyer” (Rev. 9:11), and
the tempter, as seen in the next verse of our text (Matt. 4:3; cf. 1 Thess.
3:5).

Many people, including some professing Christians, do not believe
in a personal devil. But Satan has never made himself more personally
manifest than he did to Jesus in the wilderness. The Lord’s own account
shows unmistakably that the opponent He faced was personal in every
sense. Satan was so real even to Martin Luther that it is reported that on
one occasion Luther threw an inkwell at his adversary.



Having been cast out of heaven by the Lord, Satan’s full fury has
ever since been turned against God and His work. During Jesus’
incarnation that wrath was specially focused in all its intensity against the
Son and against His divine mission of salvation. The devil’s single purpose
is to frustrate the plan of God and to usurp the place of God. He therefore
continually attacks Christ and all who belong to Him. He also pursues
every effort to keep others from coming to Christ.

The wilderness of Judea is a hot, barren, and desolate area that
extends west from the Dead Sea almost to Jerusalem, and is some thirty-
five miles long and fifteen miles wide. George Adam Smith described it as
an area of yellow sand and crumbling limestone. It is an area of contorted
strata, where the ridges run in all directions as if they were warped and
twisted. The hills are like dust heaps, the limestone is blistered and
peeling, the rocks are bare and jagged, and often the ground sounds hollow
(cited in William Barclay, The Gospel of Matthew [Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1975], 1:63). Nowhere in Palestine could Jesus have been
more isolated or in less comfort.

Satan met Adam in the paradise of Eden, where everything good
was provided and nothing harmful existed. Adam lost his battle with Satan
while in the perfect situation. The Second Adam met Satan in the desolate,
forbidding wilderness, where “He was with the wild beasts” (Mark 1:13)
and was without food for forty days (Luke 4:2). Yet what the first Adam
lost in an ideal environment the Second Adam won back in a terribly
imperfect environment. What better proof can there be that spiritual and
moral failure are not caused by circumstances but by the character and
response of the one who is tempted?

The temptations did not catch God by surprise. Jesus specifically
went there to be tempted by the devil. The Greek peirazo is a morally
neutral word that simply means “to test.” Whether the testing is for a good
or evil purpose depends on the intent of the one giving the test. When the
scriptural context clearly indicates the testing is an enticement to evil, the
word 1s most frequently translated by a form of the English tempt, which
carries that negative connotation. The fact that the devil was here doing
the testing clearly indicates that Jesus was being tempted, enticed to do
evil.

Yet God often uses Satan’s tempting to evil as His own means of
testing for good. What Satan intended to lead the Son into sin and



disobedience, the Father used to demonstrate the Son’s holiness and
worthiness. That is God’s plan for all of His children. Christians cannot be
tempted in a way that God cannot use for their good and His glory. James
even tells us to “consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter
various trials [peirasmos], knowing that the testing of your faith produces
endurance. And let endurance have its perfect result, that you may be
perfect and complete, lacking in nothing” (James 1:2-4). That is God’s
plan and purpose—to use Satan’s temptations as a means of testing and
strengthening our faith in Him and of our growing stronger in
righteousness. God allows testings in our lives in order that our spiritual
“muscles” may be exercised and strengthened. Whether the testing is by
God’s initiative or is sent by Satan, God will always use it to produce good
in us when we meet the test in His power.

God never tests in the sense of enticing to evil. “Let no one say
when he is tempted, ‘I am being tempted by God’; for God cannot be
tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt anyone. But each one is
tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his own lust” (James
1:13). All five of the forms of “to tempt” in those verses are from peirazo,
and all five indicate the negative side of testing, the inducement to evil.
God never has a part in that sort of testing, but He can and will turn even
the worst sort of testing into the right sort, when it is surrendered to His
will and power. It is God’s great desire to turn into victory what Satan
intends for failure, to strengthen us at the very point where the adversary
wants to find us weak.

Joseph’s being sold into slavery by his brothers, along with the
false accusations and imprisonment he endured as a slave in Egypt, could
easily have driven him to despair and bitterness. Most people, faced with
such mistreatment and misfortune, would ask, “Why me, Lord? What have
I done to deserve this?” They would seethe over their circumstances and
possibly dream of revenge. That, no doubt, was the devil’s desire for
Joseph, but it was not God’s. As Joseph told his brothers many years later,
“You meant evil against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring
about this present result, to preserve many people alive” (Gen. 50:20).
What Satan and the brothers had intended for evil, God, through Joseph’s
obedience, turned to good.

Before the three strong temptation efforts were directed to Jesus,
He had fasted forty days and forty nights. We are not told what He did



during that period, but He no doubt spent most of the time communing
with His heavenly Father. Between His baptism and the temptations
perhaps He needed the special preparation of being entirely alone and
undisturbed with His Father. Even in His perfect humanity, Jesus needed
time for thought and for prayer, as we all do. Moses spent forty years in
Midian being prepared to lead Israel from Egypt to Canaan. Between his
conversion and the beginning of his ministry, Paul spent three years of
preparation in Nabataen Arabia (Gal. 1:17-18).

It seems a great understatement to say that, after Jesus’ long period
of fasting, He became hungry. Yet Matthew’s simple and direct words
give strong evidence that the story was not manufactured by the disciples
or the early church. The writings of virtually every false religion and cult
are characterized by exaggeration and overdramatization of events relating
to the lives of its founders and key leaders. By contrast, even the most
astounding events in Scripture are reported with restraint and simplicity.

Hunger not only makes us physically weak but also tends to
weaken our moral and spiritual resistance as well. When we are tired,
hungry, or sick we are usually less concerned about other needs and
dangers and tend to be vulnerable to anything that might provide relief
from our present distress. Satan therefore usually attacks most fiercely in
such times of weakness and unpreparedness. Temptations that have been
anticipated, guarded against, and prayed about have little power to harm
us. Jesus tells us to “keep watching and praying, that you may not come
into temptation” (Mark 14:38). Victory over temptation comes from being
constantly prepared for it, which, in turn, comes from constantly relying
on the Lord.

It is said that a person traveling in tiger country will not be
attacked if he sees the tiger before the tiger sees him. Tigers attack from
behind in order to surprise their victims, and therefore one of the best
defenses against that vicious animal is to face it.

Jesus, though having fasted for over a month, was no less alert to
spiritual danger. Because He had spent the time in communion with His
Father, even in His weakest physical moments He did not allow Satan to
gain any foothold. The accounts in Mark (1:13) and Luke (4:2) seem to
indicate that Jesus was in some way tempted throughout His stay in the
wilderness. Possibly it was the devil’s strategy to gradually wear the Lord
down little by little before confronting Him with the three great



temptations that are specifically recorded. But Jesus would not yield to
His adversary on even the slightest point.

TaE TEMPTATION

And the tempter came and said to Him, “If You are the Son of God,
command that these stones become bread.” But He answered and said,
“It is written, ‘Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every word
that proceeds out of the mouth of God.’” Then the devil took Him into
the holy city; and he had Him stand on the pinnacle of the temple, and
said to Him, “If You are the Son of God throw Yourself down; for it is
written, ‘He will give His angels charge concerning You’; and ‘On
their hands they will bear You up, lest You strike Your foot against a
stone.’” Jesus said to him, “On the other hand, it is written, ‘You shall
not put the Lord your God to the test.”” Again, the devil took Him to a
very high mountain, and showed Him all the kingdoms of the world,
and their glory; and he said to Him, “All these things will I give You, if
You fall down and worship me.” Then Jesus said to him, “Begone,
Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and
serve Him only.”” (4:3-10)

Satan is here spoken of as the tempter, one of his descriptive
names and titles in Scripture. We are not told what form the devil may
have taken on this occasion, but his confrontation with Jesus was direct
and personal. They spoke to each other and even moved about together,
first to the pinnacle of the Temple in Jerusalem and then to a high
mountain.

Satan’s first great frontal attack on Jesus Christ as He began His
earthly ministry was in the form of three temptations, each designed to
weaken and destroy the Messiah in an important area of His mission. The
temptations became progressively worse. The first was for Jesus to
distrust the providential care of His Father and to use His own divine
powers to serve Himself. The second was to presume on the Father’s care



by putting Him to the test. The third was for Him to renounce the way of
His Father and to substitute the way of Satan.

SERVING SELF

And the tempter came and said to Him, “If You are the Son of God,
command that these stones become bread.” But He answered and said,
“It is written, ‘Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every word
that proceeds out of the mouth of God.”” (4:3-4)

The devil’s first approach to Jesus had also been his first approach
to Eve—to cast doubt on God’s Word. He asked Eve, “Indeed, has God
said, ‘You shall not eat from any tree of the garden’?” (Gen. 3:1), causing
her to question God’s command. His first word to Jesus was, If you are
the Son of God—the Greek conditional phrase assumes that Jesus is
indeed the divine Son whom the Father had just proclaimed Him to be at
His baptism (3:17). Before he gave the direct temptation, Satan gave this
one simply to set up the rest. Satan was hoping to persuade Jesus to
demonstrate His power to verify that it was real. That would mean
violating God’s plan that He set that power aside in humiliation and use it
only when the Father willed. Satan wanted Jesus to disobey God.
Affirming His deity and rights as the Son of God would have been to act
independently of God.

The first direct temptation in the wilderness was for Jesus to act
against God’s plan and to command that these stones become bread.
This temptation involved a great deal more than Jesus’ satisfying His
hunger. After forty days and nights of fasting, He certainly was hungry and
thirsty, and He had the right to have something to eat and drink. The most
obvious part of the temptation was for Jesus to fulfill His legitimate
physical needs by miraculous means. But the deeper temptation was
Satan’s appeal to Jesus’ supposed rights as the Son of God. “Why,” Satan
seemed to say, “should you starve in the wilderness if you are really God’s
Son? How could the Father allow His Son to go hungry, when He even
provided manna for the rebellious children of Israel in the wilderness of



Sinai? And had not Isaiah written of the righteous that ‘His bread will be
given him; his water will be sure’” (Isa. 33:16)? You are a man, and you
need food to survive. If God had let His people die in the wilderness, how
could His plan of redemption have been fulfilled? If He lets you die in this
wilderness, how can you fulfill your divine mission on His behalf?

The purpose of the temptation was not simply for Jesus to satisfy
His physical hunger, but to suggest that His being hungry was
incompatible with His being the Son of God. He was being tempted to
doubt the Father’s Word, the Father’s love, and the Father’s provision. He
had every right, Satan suggested, to use His own divine powers to supply
what the Father had not. The Son of God certainly was too important and
dignified to have to endure such hardship and discomfort. He had been
born in a stable, had to flee to Egypt for His life, spent thirty years in an
obscure family in a obscure village in Galilee, and forty days and nights
unattended, unrecognized, and unpitied in the wilderness. Surely that was
more than enough ignominy to allow Him to identify with mankind. But
now that the Father Himself had publicly declared Him to be His Son, it
was time for Jesus to use some of His divine authority for His own
personal benefit.

This first temptation in the wilderness implied essentially the same
mocking taunt that the crowds made at the crucifixion: “If You are the Son
of God, come down from the cross” (Matt. 27:40; cf. w. 42-43). It also
included the wicked attempt to cause the Second Adam to fail where the
first Adam had failed—in relation to food. Satan wanted Christ to fail
because of bread just as Adam had failed because of fruit. Above all,
however, he wanted to solicit the Son’s rebellion against the Father.

But Jesus had come in His incarnation to do the Father’s will and
only the Father’s will; indeed His will and the Father’s were exactly the
same (John 5:30; cf. 10:30; Heb. 10:9). He testified, “My food is to do the
will of Him who sent Me, and to accomplish His work™ (John 4:34), and
on another occasion, “For I have come down from heaven, not to do My
own will, but the will of Him who sent Me” (John 6:38). In the Garden of
Gethsemane, just before His betrayal and arrest, He said, “My Father, if it
is possible, let this cup pass from Me; yet not as I will, but as Thou wilt,”
and a short while later, “My Father, if this cannot pass away unless I drink
it, Thy will be done” (Matt. 26:39, 42).



It was that absolute trust and submission that Satan sought to
shatter. To have succeeded would have put an irreparable rift in the Trinity.
They would no longer have been Three in One, no longer have been of one
mind and purpose. In his incalculable pride and wickedness, Satan tried to
fracture the very nature of God Himself.

But Jesus, in His incalculable humility and righteousness,
answered and said, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live on bread alone,
but on every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God.”” All three of
Jesus’ responses to the devil were begun with an appeal to God’s Word: It
is written. Even more than David, He could say, “Thy word I have
treasured in my heart, that I may not sin against Thee” (Ps. 119:11). In
quoting Deuteronomy 8:3 to Satan, Jesus declared that we are better off to
obey and depend on God, waiting on His provision, than to grab
satisfaction for ourselves when and as we think we need it. Moses had
originally said those words to Israel as he recounted to her the great love
and blessing God had bestowed on her during her own wilderness
experience (Deut. 8:1-18).

God’s people are never justified in complaining and worrying about
their needs. If we live by faith in Him and in obedience to His Word, we
will never lack anything we really need. “And my God shall supply all
your needs,” Paul assures us, “according to His riches in glory in Christ
Jesus” (Phil. 4:19). Jesus tells us that God knows what we need even
before we ask Him (Matt. 6:8). Later in the same discourse He says, “But
seek first His kingdom and His righteousness; and all these things shall be
added to you” (6:33). We are always better off to obey God and to trust in
His gracious sustenance than to impatiently and selfishly provide for
ourselves in ways that disobey, or in any way compromise, His Word.
Underlying our readiness to justify much of what we do is the common but
self-centered and carnal notion that, as God’s children, we deserve the
earthly best and that it is inappropriate and even unspiritual to be satisfied
with anything less. Grabbing or demanding what we think we deserve may
be an act of rebellion against sovereign God.

To try to circumvent or modify God’s revealed will not only is
unfaithful and fleshly but is based on the false assumption that our
physical well-being is our most crucial need, without which we cannot
exist. Jesus contradicts that assumption, which is so natural to fallen man.
Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every word that proceeds out



of the mouth of God. “It is not food,” Jesus says, “that is the most
necessary part of life. The creative, energizing, and sustaining power of
God is the only real source of man’s existence.”

James reminds us that we do not know what we will be able to do
in the future, or even if we will have a future in this life. Every person is
“just a vapor that appears for a little while and then vanishes away,” he
says. When planning what we want to do, we “ought to say, ‘If the Lord
wills, we shall live and also do this or that’” (James 4:14-15). Like Jesus,
the purposes and intentions of our lives should only be the purposes and
intentions of our heavenly Father. The guiding principle of His life should
be the guiding principle of ours. The central motive of our lives should be
to please God and to trust Him to supply everything we need—to follow
without reservation Jesus’ command to “seek first His kingdom and His
righteousness” and to believe without reservation that He will provide
everything we need (Matt. 6:33). Before He gave that command, Jesus had
asked, “Why are you anxious about clothing? Observe how the lilies of the
field grow; they do not toil nor do they spin, yet I say to you that even
Solomon 1n all his glory did not clothe himself like one of these. But if
God so arrays the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow 1s
thrown into the furnace, will He not much more do so for you, O men of
little faith?” (6:28-30).

We can never please God, or even serve our own best interests, by
complaining about and demanding what we do not have, or by violating or
ignoring His will in order to get something we want. If we persist in
disobeying God He may severely discipline us, or even take us off the
scene, as John warns in his first letter (1 John 5:16). Ananias and Sapphira
lost their lives because they lied to the Holy Spirit by telling the apostles
they had received less than they actually did from the sale of some
property (Acts 5:1-11). Certain members of the Corinthian church became
weak and sick, and several even died, because they profaned the Lord’s
Supper (1 Cor. 11:27-30).

Even when our disobedience does not reach such extremes, we
always suffer when we willfully bypass God’s Word. Following our Lord’s
example in the wilderness, no matter how urgent and important a need
seems to be, we are to wait for our heavenly Father’s provision, knowing
that expedience and self-effort cannot bring good for ourselves, and
certainly not glory to God.



TESTING GOD

Then the devil took Him into the holy city; and he had Him stand on
the pinnacle of the temple, and said to Him, “If You are the Son of God
throw Yourself down; for it is written, ‘He will give His angels charge
concerning You’; and ‘On their hands they will bear You up, lest You
strike Your foot against a stone.”” Jesus said to him, “On the other

hand, it is written, ‘You shall not put the Lord your God to the test.””
(4:5-7)

Having failed to induce Jesus to use His divine powers to serve His
own self-interests and thereby rebel against the will of His Father, Satan
proceeded to tempt the Son to put His heavenly Father’s love and power to
a test.

By some means the devil took Him into the holy city; and he had
Him stand on the pinnacle of the temple. The location and form of the
pinnacle of the temple in Jerusalem has not been identified with certainty.
It must have been part of the reconstruction ordered by Herod the Great
and most likely was on the eastern side of the Temple, overlooking the
Kidron Valley. The pinnacle may have been the roof that extended out
over Herod’s portico. Josephus reports that the drop to the valley floor was
some 450 feet. According to early tradition, James, the head of the
Jerusalem church, was martyred by being thrown from that portico.

Still hoping to undermine Jesus’ relation to God in His divine
sonship, the devil again introduced his temptation with the words if You
are the Son of God. “Prove to yourself and to the world that you are the
Son of God,” Satan taunted, and throw Yourself down.

In the first temptation a need (lack of food) already existed; in the
second a need was to be created. To make the temptation more persuasive,
the devil quoted Scripture, as Jesus had just done. Quoting Psalm 91:11-
12, he said, for it is written, “He will give His angels charge concerning
You”; and “On their hands they will bear You up, lest You strike Your
foot against a stone.”



With that subtle and clever twist, the tempter thought He had
backed Jesus into a corner. If Jesus lived only by the Word of God, then He
would be confronted by something from the Word of God. “You claim to
be God’s Son and You claim to trust His Word,” Satan was saying. “If so,
why don’t you demonstrate your sonship and prove the truth of God’s
Word by putting Him to a test—a scriptural test? If you won’t use your
own divine power to help yourself, let your Father use His divine power to
help you. If you won’t act independently of the Father, let the Father act.
Give your Father a chance to fulfill the Scripture I just quoted to you.”

For Jesus to have followed Satan’s suggestion would have been, in
the eyes of many Jews, sure proof of His messiahship. According to
William Barclay, that is exactly the sort of proof many purported messiahs
of that day were trying to give. A man named Theudas led a group of
people from the Temple to the Jordan River, promising to split the waters.
After he failed, no one listened to him anymore. An Egyptian pretender
claimed he would lay flat the walls of Jerusalem, which, of course, he was
not able to do. Tradition holds that Simon the magician (see Acts 8:9)
tried the very feat with which Satan tempted Jesus: jumping off the top of
the Temple—+for which he lost his life as well as his following (7he Gospel
of Matthew [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1975], 1:69).

Sensationalism has always appealed to the flesh, and many people
are willing to believe almost anyone or anything as long as the claims are
accompanied by fantastic happenings. Jesus warned that “false Christs and
false prophets will arise and will show great signs and wonders, so as to
mislead, if possible, even the elect” (Matt. 24:24). But such dramatic
signs, even when they are from God, do not produce faith; they only
strengthen the faith of those who already believe. The many miracles by
which God provided for Israel in the wilderness drove many of the people
to presumption and greater disbelief. Jesus’ miracles only hardened the
opposition of His enemies. He declared that “an evil and adulterous
generation craves for a sign” (Matt. 12:39; cf. 16:4). When Jesus was
dedicated in the Temple as an infant, Simeon “said to Mary His mother,
‘Behold, this Child is appointed for the fall and rise of many in Israel, and
for a sign to be opposed’” (Luke 2:34). Jesus Himself was the greatest sign
ever given by God to mankind, yet, as Isaiah had predicted hundreds of
years earlier, He “was despised and forsaken of men” (Isa. 53:3; Luke
18:31-33).



Those who acclaimed Jesus only because of His miracles and
impressive words later turned against Him. When the crowd from Galilee,
astounded by Jesus’ multiplying the bread and fish, tried to make Him
king, He would have nothing of it (John 6:14-15). Those who scattered
their garments before Jesus and waved palm branches in His honor as He
came into Jerusalem did so because He had raised Lazarus from the dead
(John 12:13, 17-18). A short while later Jesus hid Himself from the
Jerusalem crowd, about whom John says, “But though He had performed
so many signs before them, yet they were not believing in Him” (John
12:37). Demanding sensational proof is not evidence of faith but of doubt.
To long for the visible sign, the big miracle, the dramatic proof is nothing
but masked unbelief. It is the farthest thing from faith.

Jesus would have no part of cheap, faithless sensationalism. He
therefore replied to Satan, It is written, “You shall not put the Lord your
God to the test.” For those who believe in God, it 1s more than evident
that He already has proved Himself. Jesus did not need to prove to Himself
that His Father cared and protected, and He knew that the Father’s care and
protection could not be proved to others by any means but faith.

For at least two reasons Jesus refused to take part in a spectacle
such as throwing Himself off the Temple roof. First, any sensationalism
inevitably is frustrated by the law of diminishing returns. People are never
satisfied. They always want one more sign, one more miracle, one more
show. To have maintained His influence over the people by the use of
miracles, Jesus would have had to produce greater and greater sensations.
Because the natural, carnal heart can never be satisfied, this year’s miracle
would have become next year’s bore. His followers would only have been
lovers of sensation, not lovers of God.

Second, and more significant, no matter how noble and important
we may think our reasons are, to test God is to doubt God. And to doubt
God 1s not to trust Him, and not to trust Him is sin. That, of course, is what
Satan wanted Jesus to do. To induce Jesus to sin, if that were possible,
would shatter His perfect holiness, and therefore shatter His divinity and
man’s hope of salvation. Had Jesus put His Father to such a test, He would
have separated Himself from His Father and perverted the divine plan of
redemption—the very purpose for which He had come to earth.

Not only that, but to have tested the Father by putting Him under
pressure to provide by extraordinary means, especially a means of Jesus’



own choosing, would have been for the Son to put His judgment and will
above the Father’s—which He would never do (Matt. 26:39,42; John 5:30;
6:30; etc.). It would also have questioned the Father’s gracious providence
and love. How much more should we, mere creatures who are so
imperfect, never place our will or judgment above God’s. To live
recklessly and carelessly, and then expect God to bail us out when we get
into trouble, is to presume upon his grace.

Those who willingly put themselves in the way of danger and
temptation often end up blaming God when harm comes from their
foolishness. When the Lord confronted Adam about his eating the
forbidden fruit, Adam’s response was to blame God even more than he
blamed his wife. “The woman whom Thou gavest to be with me, she gave
me from the tree, and I ate” (Gen. 3:12). It was true that Eve gave Adam
the fruit, but because God gave Eve to Adam, the primary blame was
God’s—according to Adam’s perverted logic. Our need is not to prove
God’s faithfulness but to demonstrate our own, by trusting Him both to
determine and to supply our needs according to His own will.

God expects us to take risks, any risks necessary, in order to obey
His will. When we risk our prestige, our money, our lives, our families, or
anything else to fulfill the Lord’s calling, we can rest confidently in His
divine provision for all that we need—if we accept the truth that only He
knows what our needs really are. But when we take risks simply to fulfill
our own ambitions or to put God to the test, He gives no promise on which
we can rest.

WORSHIPING SATAN

Again, the devil took Him to a very high mountain, and showed Him
all the kingdoms of the world, and their glory; and he said to Him,
“All these things will I give You, if You fall down and worship me.”
Then Jesus said to him, “Begone, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall
worship the Lord your God, and serve Him only.”” (4:8-10)



Satan now drops his pretense and makes one final, desperate effort
to corrupt Jesus. He finally reveals his supreme purpose: to induce Jesus
Christ to worship him. He had first suggested what Jesus ought to do for
Himself. Next he suggested what the Father ought to do for Jesus. Now he
suggests what Satan could do for Jesus—in exchange for what Jesus could
do for him.

We are not told what very high mountain it was to which the devil
took him. The significance, however, lies in the fact that this location
gave a vast view of the earth. But the view extended far beyond what
physical vision could perceive from any vantage point, no matter how
high. By some supernatural accommodation the devil showed Jesus the
glories of Egypt—its pyramids, temples, libraries, and vast treasures. He
showed the power and splendor of Rome, with its mighty empire spread
over the known world. He showed great Athens, magnificent Corinth, and
of course wondrous Jerusalem, the royal city of David, and more—all the
kingdoms of the world, and their glory.

As God’s own proclaimed King of kings, Jesus had a divine right to
all kingdoms, and it was to that right that Satan appealed in this last
temptation. “Why should you have to wait for what is already rightfully
yours?” he suggested to Jesus. “You deserve to have it now. Why do you
submit as a Servant when you could reign as a King? I am only offering
you what the Father has already promised.” Perhaps he reminded Jesus
that God had said to the Son, “Ask of Me, and I will surely give the
nations as Thine inheritance, and the very ends of the earth as Thy
possession” (Ps. 2:8).

But Satan was offering the world to Jesus on his own corrupt terms,
not God’s. That which the Father promised to the Son because of His
righteous obedience, Satan offered to the Son in exchange for His
unrighteous disobedience. God’s plan in testing the Son was to prove the
Son’s worthiness to inherit and rule the world. Satan’s plan was to draw the
Son away from that worthiness by enticing Him to grab the kingdom the
Father promised to give Him. Instead of enduring the long, bitter,
humiliating, and painful road to the cross—and the even longer wait in
heaven for God’s time to be completed—1Jesus could rule the world now!

Satan always comes at us in that way. He suggests that the world of
business, the world of politics, the world of fame, or the world of whatever
our heart desires can be ours—if only...! We can get what we want; we can



fulfill our lusts and our fantasies; we can be somebody. All we must do to
get those things of the world is to go after them in the way of the world—
which is Satan’s way.

That, in essence, is what the tempter always promises. He promised
Eve that by eating the forbidden fruit she would not die as God had
warned, but that, in fact, she would become a god herself. “For God knows
that in the day you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be
like God” (Gen. 3:4-5). He tempts each of us in the same way. “Why set
your standards so high? What’s the use? You can get what you want by
cutting a corner here and shading the truth there. Why wait for heavenly
reward, when you can have what you want now?” When we set our hearts
on money, prestige, popularity, power, or selfish happiness, we are doing
exactly what Satan wanted Jesus to do—put self first and God last. Self-
will is Satan’s will and 1s therefore by definition the opposite of God’s
will, which is for us to “seek first His kingdom and His righteousness”
(Matt. 6:33). Abraham sought what God promised in his own self-styled
act with Hagar, and tragedy resulted. It always does.

Satan is a counterfeiter. He offers what seems to be the same as
what God offers, and his price is much cheaper.” God wants you to
prosper, doesn’t He?” Satan asks. “Well, I’ll give you prosperity a lot
sooner and for a lot less. Just turn your head a little at questionable
practices. Give in when it’s advantageous; don’t be a prude; follow the
crowd. That’s the way to success.” The basic argument is always a form of
the idea that the end justifies the means.

But Satan is also the father of lies. What he really demanded in the
wilderness was Jesus’ own soul: All these things I will give You, if You
fall down and worship me. Satan had rebelled against God in the first
place because he could not tolerate being second to the Trinity. Here, he
thought, was his great opportunity: he would bribe the Son to worship at
his feet. Satan’s price is always immeasurably more than he leads us to
believe.

And what he gives is always immeasurably less than he promises.
For Jesus to have given in to this third temptation would have brought the
same ultimate result as His having succumbed to either of the other two.
He would have disqualified Himself not only as King but as Savior. The
statement of those who mocked at the foot of the cross would have had to
have been reversed: “He saved Himself; others He cannot save” (see Matt.



27:42). Instead of redeeming the world He would have joined the world.
Instead of inheriting the world, He would have lost the world. The Christ
would have played the antichrist, and the Lamb would have become the
beast.

As before, Jesus’ reply was from Scripture, and is again from
Deuteronomy. Then Jesus said to him, “Begone, Satan! For it is written,
‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and serve Him only,’” The
tempter’s last proposal was so preposterous that Jesus dismissed him with
Begone, Satan! The devil had stepped beyond all bounds in proposing
such unutterable wickedness. Because Satan’s present power is only by
God’s permission, when the Son commanded him to leave, Satan had no
choice but to obey. Therein Christ demonstrated the very sovereign power
Satan wanted Him to misuse!

If the Son of God would not compromise even the least important
truth in the universe, He would surely not compromise the greatest: that
God, and God alone, is to be worshiped and served. Jesus had heard
enough from the enemy. Though Satan would be back as soon as he had
“an opportune time” (Luke 4:13), for now he was forced to leave.

Jesus will inherit the kingdom in God’s time, and we will inherit
the kingdom with Him (Matt. 5:5; 25:34; Rom. 8:17; James 2:5). In the
eternal, heavenly state all the universe will be ours! Who would want to
sacrifice that for the deceptive, disappointing, and short-lived imitations
Satan offers?

There are many good things that God will give us even in this life.
No one desires our happiness more than our heavenly Father. “If you then,
being evil,” Jesus says, “know how to give good gifts to your children,
how much more shall your Father who is in heaven give what is good to
those who ask Him!” (Matt. 7:11). We can have the happiness God gives;
why should we settle for the cheap substitute Satan proffers? We can have
the success of living righteously and pleasing our heavenly Father; why
should we settle for the brief and disappointing successes sin produces?
By God’s grace we can have the peace that passes understanding; why
should we settle for the cheap satisfactions that everyone understands but
that will soon pass?

TraE TRIUMPH



Then the devil left Him; and behold, angels came and began to
minister to Him. (4:11)

When Jesus said, “Begone,” the devil left Him, because he had no
choice. The Lord gives all of His children the power to resist Satan.
“Resist the devil,” James assures us, “and he will flee from you” (James
4:7). As he did with Jesus, Satan will not long stay away from us; but with
every temptation God “will provide a way of escape” (1 Cor. 10:13). For
every temptation Satan leads us into, a way out is provided by the Father.

Satan’s temptations failed, but God’s testings succeeded. Jesus’
responses to the tempter were, in essence, “I will trust the Father; I will
not presume on His Word; and I will not circumvent His will. T will take
the Father’s good gifts from the Father’s own hand, in the Father’s own
way, and in the Father’s own time.” Thus the King was accredited by the
severest test.

After Satan left, angels came. How much better is the ministry of
angels than the deceptions of Satan. At Jesus’ baptism the Father
acknowledged Jesus’ worthiness by proclaiming, “This 1s My beloved Son,
in whom I am well-pleased.” Now the Father acknowledges Jesus’
worthiness by sending angels to minister to Him. At any time during His
wilderness experience Jesus could have asked for and received the aid of
“more than twelve legions of angels” (Matt. 26:53). But He waited for His
Father to send them in His Father’s time.

We are not told what the ministry of the angels included, but surely
they brought Jesus food to satisfy His hunger. We know they could not
have been in the presence of the Son of God without offering Him
worship. And certainly they could not have come from heaven without
bringing strengthening words of assurance and love from His Father.

Satan tempts us in the same basic ways he tempted Jesus in the
wilderness. First, he will try to get us to distrust God’s providential care
and to try to solve our problems, win our struggles, and meet our needs by
our own plans and in our own power. Second, he will try to get us to
presume on God’s care and forgiveness by willingly putting ourselves in
the way of danger—whether physical, economic, moral, spiritual, or any



other. Third, he will appeal to selfish ambitions and try to get us to use our
own schemes to fulfill the promises God has made to us—which amounts
to trying to fulfill God’s plan in Satan’s way.

Those three ways are reflected in 1 John 2:16—"For all that is in
the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the boastful
pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the world.” The temptation
for Jesus to turn stones into bread was to fulfill “the lust of the flesh” by
using His divine powers for selfish means. The temptation to throw
Himself off the pinnacle of the Temple was to fulfill “the lust of the eyes”
by showing off to the world and seeking fame through sensationalism. The
temptation to grab immediate control of the kingdoms of the world was to
satisfy the “boastful pride of life” by yielding to Satan’s power and will.

The story is told of a man who was trying to teach his dog
obedience. He would take a large piece of meat and put it in the middle of
the floor. Each time the dog attempted to take the meat the man would
swat the dog and say, “No.” Soon the dog began to associate the swatting
with the word no and learned to stop simply when the word was said.
When meat was placed on the floor the dog would not look at it but rather
at his master, waiting for his word of approval or denial.

That is essentially the message God teaches in this passage: “When
temptation comes, don’t look at the temptation but at Jesus Christ. Keep
your eyes on His example and do what he did. Look at the ways He was
tempted and at the way He resisted, and learn from Him.” The writer of
Hebrews, perhaps with Jesus’ wilderness temptations particularly in mind,
tells us, “For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our
weaknesses, but one who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet
without sin” (Heb. 4:15). Even more encouraging is the earlier declaration:
“For since He Himself was tempted in that which He has suffered, He is
able to come to the aid of those who are tempted” (Heb. 2:18).

Jesus has been there before us; He has met the worst Satan can give
and has been victorious. More than that, He is eager to share that victory
with His own people when they are tempted. “No temptation has overtaken
you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, who will not allow
you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will
provide the way of escape also, that you may be able to endure it” (1 Cor.
10:13).



We can have victory over temptation only by resisting in the way
that Jesus resisted—by holding with complete obedience to God and His
Word. Jesus endured temptation to the very limit of Satan’s power, and He
resisted to that very limit. He did not in the least degree allow temptation
to develop into desire, much less into sin (cf. James 1:13-15). He did not
think the matter over or give it any consideration. He simply stood firmly
in His Father’s will and said no!

We find help against temptation, just as we find help for everything
else in the Christian life, by “fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and
perfecter of faith” (Heb. 12:2). A hurdler soon learns that if he looks at the
hurdles as he runs, he will trip and fall. From start to finish he looks only
at the goal, and when he does that the hurdles are cleared in stride as each
one i1s encountered. Keeping our eyes on our Lord Jesus Christ is our only
hope of conquering temptation and faithfully running “with endurance the
race that is set before us” (Heb. 12:1).



The Light Dawns @:12-17)

Now when He heard that John had been taken into custody, He
withdrew into Galilee; and leaving Nazareth, He came and settled in
Capernaum, which is by the sea, in the region of Zebulun and
Naphtali. This was to fulfill what was spoken through Isaiah the
prophet, saying, “The Land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, by
the way of the sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles—The
people who were sitting in darkness saw a great light, and to those who
were sitting in the land and shadow of death, upon them a light
dawned.”

From that time Jesus began to preach and say, “Repent, for the
kingdom of heaven is at hand.” (4:12-17)

One of the most beautiful metaphors used to describe Jesus’ nature
and character is that of light. It conveys the idea of the illuminating, truth-
revealing, and sin-exposing ministry of the Son of God. After first
presenting Jesus Christ as the creative Word of God, John tells us, “In Him
was life, and the life was the light of men. And the light shines in the
darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it” (John 1:4-5). He then
tells us that John the Baptist “came that he might bear witness of the
light... the true light which, coming into the world, enlightens every man”
(vv. 8-9). He continues to say that “this is the judgment, that the light is
come into the world, and men loved the darkness rather than the light; for
their deeds were evil. For everyone who does evil hates the light, and does
not come to the light, lest his deeds should be exposed. But he who
practices the truth comes to the light, that his deeds may be manifested as
having been wrought in God” (John 3:19-21).

Speaking of Himself, Jesus said, “I am the light of the world; he
who follows Me shall not walk in the darkness, but shall have the light of



life” (John 8:12). Jesus spoke those words “in the treasury, as He taught in
the temple” (v. 20). The Temple treasury was the outer court, the court of
the women, and Jesus was there at the conclusion of the feast of
Tabernacles. At that feast the Jews celebrated what they called the
illumination of the Temple. A massive series of candelabra was placed in
the middle of the court of the women, and for a week a great stream of
light shinned out continuously—to commemorate the pillar of fire that led
Israel during the wilderness wanderings under Moses. As Jesus entered the
court of the women, the light had just been extinguished. The candelabra
were still in place, but they now gave no light. Jesus’ declaration that He
Himself was the light of the world that would never go out must have
struck His hearers with great force.

In the Old Testament, walking in the light was often used as a
figure of righteousness and obedience to God, and walking in darkness as a
figure of wickedness and disobedience (see Prov. 2:13; 4:18-19; etc.). Now
Jesus presents Himself as the embodiment of righteousness and godliness,
the very “light of the world.” “While I am in the world,” He said, “I am
the light of the world” (John 9:5), and again, “For a little while longer the
light is among you. Walk while you have the light, that darkness may not
overtake you” (12:35; cf. v. 46). Paul proclaimed, “For God, who said,
‘Light shall shine out of darkness,’ is the One who has shone in our hearts
to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of
Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6). Peter speaks of Christians as “a chosen race, a royal
priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own possession, that you may
proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of darkness into
His marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:9).

After the Fall, mankind had two ‘“candles,” as it were, that
continued to give light about God and His will—the candle of creation and
the candle of conscience. But man paid little attention to either, preferring
to walk in the darkness of his own corrupted will (see Rom. 1:18-21). In
his sinfulness man continually extinguished the only two lights he had that
revealed God’s nature and His will for His creatures.

Modern research has shown that, contrary to what had always been
assumed, leprosy, now often called Hansen’s disease, does not itself cause
the decay and deformity so often found in the extremities of its victims.
The ulceration and decay are caused by abrasion, infection, external heat,
and other secondary causes. The disease itself causes certain parts of the



body to become insensitive to pain, and the person therefore has no
warning of danger or harm. People with leprosy will therefore often reach
into a fire to retrieve something, or will tear their feet to shreds walking
on sharp stones they cannot feel.

The disease of sin has a similar effect. It desensitizes man’s
spiritual and moral nature, destroying even the limited natural protection
he has against evil, snuffing out the residual light that remains after the
Fall. And Satan endeavors to shut out the light of the saving good news (2
Cor. 4:3-4).

Jesus Christ came not only to make man sensitive again to sin, but
to restore the life and health that sin has destroyed. He came not only to
reveal the darkness that sin causes, but also to bring the light that
overcomes the darkness. That is how Matthew introduces the active
ministry of Jesus: He is Himself the great light that has dawned upon
mankind. As the aged Simeon said of Jesus as He held the infant Lord in
his arms in the Temple, “My eyes have seen Thy salvation, which Thou
hast prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light of revelation to the
Gentiles, and the glory of Thy people Israel” (Luke 2:30-32; cf. Isa. 42:6;
49:6; 52:10).

We learn from the apostle John (1:19—4:42) that about a year
elapsed between Jesus’ wilderness temptations and the events recorded in
Matthew 4:12-17. Probably because it does not relate directly to Jesus’
kingship, that period is not mentioned by Matthew.

What Jesus did during that time was nevertheless significant. For
some three days Jesus had remained near the Jordan where John was
baptizing. During that time John gave progressively greater testimony to
Jesus’ messiahship. The first day he spoke of Jesus as “He who comes
after me, the thong of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie” (John 1:27).
The second day he proclaimed, “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away
the sin of the world” (v. 29) and “This is the Son of God” (v. 34). The third
day, when John again declared, “Behold, the Lamb of God,” the two
disciples of John who were with him left to follow Jesus (v. 35-37). In
effect, John said, “The Messiah has come,” then, “Behold, the Messiah,”
and finally, “Follow the Messiah.” Those two disciples of John, one of
whom was Andrew, now became the disciples of Jesus (vv. 37-40).

John was a bridge between the Old Testament and the New, and that
bridge had now almost completed its service. He himself would soon say



of Jesus, “He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30). During that
first year of Jesus’ ministry, John continued to preach, and their two
ministries overlapped. As John’s work began to phase out, Jesus’ work
began to build.

Among the other highlights of that year were Jesus’ first miracle at
the wedding at Cana (John 2:1-11), His cleansing of the Temple (2:12-25),
His testimony to Nicodemus (3:1-21), the final public testimony of John
the Baptist (3:22-36), and Jesus’ ministry in Samaria at Sychar (4:1-42).

In 4:12-17, Matthew picks up the story of that first year where the
apostle John leaves off, giving three features of Jesus’ early ministry that
show God’s perfect work through His Son. It was at the right time; it was
in the right place; and it was the right proclamation.

THE RicgaT TiME

Now when He heard that John had been taken into custody, (4:12a)

In Matthew’s presentation, Jesus’ official ministry began when the
herald of the King went to jail. The Son of God always worked on His
Father’s divine timetable. He had, as it were, a divine clock ticking in His
mind and heart that regulated everything He said and did. Paul affirms that
“when the fulness of the time came, God sent forth His Son” (Gal. 4:4).
Jesus spoke of His hour as not having yet come (John 7:30; 8:20) and then
of its having arrived (Matt. 26:45; John 12:23; 17:1).

Jesus chose not to use His supernatural powers to accomplish
things that could be accomplished by ordinary human means. He
submitted Himself to human limitations. Although He knew what was in
every man’s heart (John 2:24-25), He learned of John’s imprisonment by
common report, just as did everyone else. It was only when He heard of
John’s arrest that He went back to Galilee.

John had been taken into custody by Herod Antipas and thrown
into the dungeon at the palace at Machaerus, on the eastern shore of the
Dead Sea. John’s reproof of Herod for his great wickedness, including the



taking of his half-brother Philip’s wife, Herodias, for himself (14:3-4;
Luke 3:19-20), cost the prophet his freedom and eventually his life. This
non-Jewish Idumean was tetrarch of Galilee and Perea and, like his father
before him, held office by Rome’s appointment. He was one of several
sons (by several wives) of Herod the Great who were appointed over parts
of the region ruled by their father before his death. Herodias was the
woman—yvile even by Roman standards—who would induce her daughter,
Salome, to trick Herod into serving the head of John the Baptist on a
platter before his guests at a royal dinner (14:6-11). The act was so
unusually barbaric that even the hardened Herod himself “was distressed”
(v. 9, NIV).

It is always dangerous to confront evil, and John’s fearless
condemnation of moral wickedness in high places led to his being
beheaded. With similar bravery John Knox of Scotland stood ground
against a corrupt monarchy. Standing before the repressive and corrupt
Queen Mary, who had just rebuked him for resisting her authority, he said,
“If princes exceed their bounds, madam, they may be resisted and even
deposed.”

John the Baptist’s imprisonment and death, just as his heralding the
King of kings, were in God’s divine plan and timetable. The end of the
herald’s work signaled the beginning of the King’s. Herod and Herodias
believed they freely controlled their province, and certainly the destiny of
the insignificant Jewish preacher who dared condemn them. It is amazing
how the proud and arrogant think they act in perfect freedom to
accomplish their selfish ends, when in truth their decisions and actions
only trigger events that God scheduled before the foundation of the world.

THE RiGgHT PLACE

He withdrew into Galilee; and leaving Nazareth, He came and settled
in Capernaum, which is by the sea, in the region of Zebulun and
Naphtali. This was to fulfill what was spoken through Isaiah the
prophet, saying, “The Land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, by
the way of the sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles—The



people who were sitting in darkness saw a great light, and to those who
were sitting in the land and shadow of death, upon them a light
dawned.” (4:12b-16)

Nothing is accidental or circumstantial in the Lord’s work. Jesus
did not go from Judea, through Samaria, and into Galilee because He was
forced to do so by Herod or by the Jewish leaders or because He had
nowhere else to go. He left Judea because His work there was finished for
that period of His ministry. He went through Samaria in order to bring
light to the half-Jew, half-Gentile Samaritans. He then withdrew (anacho
red, used often to convey the thought of escaping danger) into Galilee
because that was the next place where the divine plan scheduled Him to
minister. By divine determination Jesus went to the right place at the right
time.

When Jesus withdrew into Galilee after hearing of John’s arrest, it
was not out of fear of Herod. He feared no man, and was surely no less
brave than John. Had He wanted to escape possible trouble from Herod, He
would not have gone to Galilee, because that, too, was under Herod’s
control.

We again find additional information in John’s gospel. “When
therefore the Lord knew that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus was
making and baptizing more disciples than John,. . . He left Judea, and
departed again into Galilee” (John 4:1,3). Jesus left the lower Jordan
region for Galilee because of the Jewish leaders, particularly the
Pharisees, and not because of Herod. Though Jesus had not yet begun
preaching, His close association with John the Baptist made Him suspect
to the Pharisees and Sadducees, whom John had so scathingly rebuked
(Matt. 3:7). Those religious leaders had come to hate John, but did not
dare take action against him because he was so highly regarded by most of
the people. Even several years after John’s death they would not speak ill
of him for “fear [of] the multitude” (Matt. 21:26). They were therefore
greatly pleased when Herod did to John what they themselves wanted, but
were afraid, to do. When they learned that Jesus was gaining a larger
following even than John, their hatred would soon turn against Him as
well. Jesus had no fear of their hatred, but it was not yet time for that
hatred to be unleashed against Him.



Jesus was no more afraid of the Pharisees than was John, but He
wanted to avoid a premature confrontation. When the time came, Jesus
faced the Jewish religious leaders without a wince, and His denunciations
of them were longer-lasting and immeasurably harder than those of John
the Baptist had been (see, e.g., Matt. 23:1-36). Jesus knew that He was
eternally safe from any danger that men could devise. His life would be
forfeited, but by His own divine will, not by the wills or power of His
enemies (John 10:17-18). And He would live again!

The Roman region of Galilee was primarily to the west, but also
extended north and south, of the Sea of Galilee—which was really a lake,
sometimes called Tiberias (John 6:1) or Gennesaret (Luke 5:1). The region
is some 60 miles long, north to south, and about 30 miles wide. The area
around the lake was heavily populated (estimated by some to have had as
many as two million people in Jesus’ day) and had long been the
breadbasket of central Palestine. The soil was extremely fertile, and the
lake furnished great quantities of edible fish. The Jewish historian
Josephus, who at one time was governor of Galilee, said of the area, “It is
throughout rich in soil and pasture, producing every variety of tree, and
inviting by its productivity even those who have the least inclination for
agriculture. It is everywhere tilled and everywhere productive” (The Wars
of the Jews 3. 3.2).

The Jews who lived in Galilee were less sophisticated and
traditional than those in Judea, especially those in the great metropolis of
Jerusalem. Josephus observed that Galileans “were fond of innovations
and by nature disposed to change, and they delighted in seditions.” They
even had a distinct accent in their speech (Matt. 26:73). Perhaps Jesus
chose His disciples from that area because they would be less bound to
Jewish tradition and more open to the newness of the gospel.

It 1s evident from the text that Jesus was in Nazareth for a while.
Luke explains that, after Jesus came from Judea through Samaria, He
“returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit,... and He came to Nazareth,
where He had been brought up; and as was His custom, He entered the
synagogue on the Sabbath, and stood up to read” (Luke 4:14,16). At first
“all were speaking well of Him, and wondering at the gracious words
which were falling from His lips; and they were saying, ‘Is this not
Joseph’s son?’” (v. 22). But after Jesus exposed their true spiritual
condition, “all in the synagogue were filled with rage as they heard these



things.” They would have thrown Him over a cliff to His death had He not
escaped (vv. 23-30).

After Jesus’ hometown rejected Him, just as He had said they
would (Luke 4:23-27), He came and settled in Capernaum, which is by
the sea, in the region of Zebulun and Naphtali.

Capernaum means “village of Nahum” and was possibly named
for the prophet Nahum. But Nahum means “compassion,” and it may be
that the town simply had been named for its compassionate people. By
Jesus’ day it was a flourishing, prosperous city. It was here that Matthew
had his tax office (Matt. 9:9), and it was this place that Matthew refers to
as “His city,” that is, Jesus’ own city (9:1). Yet a short while later Jesus
would say of it, “And you, Capernaum, will not be exalted to heaven, will
you? You shall descend to Hades; for if the miracles had occurred in
Sodom which occurred in you, it would have remained to this day.
Nevertheless 1 say to you that it shall be more tolerable for the land of
Sodom in the day of judgment, than for you” (Matt. 11:23-24). Today
Capernaum, though a popular attraction for Christian visitors, is virtually
uninhabited.

As we learn from Matthew’s quotation of Isaiah 9:1 in verse 15,
the land of Zebulun and Naphtali, by the way of the sea, beyond the
Jordan, had long been known as Galilee of the Gentiles (et/inoi, heathen,
or nations). All of Galilee was cosmopolitan, with the Syrians to the north
and east and the descendants of the ancient Phoenicians to the west. It was
more of a crossroads than Jerusalem, which was isolated from much trade
traffic. A famous trade route was actually known as the way of the sea. It
went through Galilee on its way from Damascus to the Mediterranean
coast and then down to Egypt. One ancient writer said that Judea was on
the way to nowhere, whereas Galilee was on the way to everywhere. The
Galilean Jews’ constant association with Gentiles contributed greatly to
their nontraditional character.

The region of Galilee originally had been given by the Lord to the
tribes of Asher, Zebulun and Naphtali when Israel began to settle in
Canaan (see Josh. 19:10-39). But, contrary to God’s command, Zebulun
and Naphtali failed to expel all of the Canaanites from their territories.
From the beginning, therefore, these unfaithful Jews suffered the problem
of mixed marriages and the inevitable pagan influence which that practice
brought.



In the eighth century B.C. the Assyrians, under Tiglath-pileser, took
away a large part of those tribes as captives (2 Kings 15:29) and replaced
them with Assyrians and other non-Jews. Until it was temporarily
liberated by Judas Maccabaeus in 164 B.c, the region of Galilee was
largely under foreign control and was even largely populated by non-Jews.
Another Jewish leader, Aristobulus, reconquered Galilee in 104 B.c. and
tried unsuccessfully to establish an entirely Jewish nation by forcibly
circumcizing all the male inhabitants. Through those disrupting centuries,
the Jews that remained in Galilee had been greatly weakened in both
biblical and traditional Judaism—giving even greater significance to the
name Galilee of the Gentiles.

It is not strange, then, that the reaction of many Jews in Jerusalem
was, “Surely the Christ is not going to come from Galilee, is He?” (John
7:41). The idea of a Galilean Messiah seemed ludicrous. When Nicodemus
tried to convince the Pharisees that Jesus should be given a fair hearing,
“They answered and said to him, ‘You are not also from Galilee, are you?
Search, and see that no prophet arises out of Galilee’” (vv. 51-52).

Yet, as Matthew here reminds his readers, Isaiah had long before
prophesied that in Galilee of the Gentiles—The people who were sitting
in darkness saw a great light, and to those who were sitting in the land
and shadow of death, upon them a light dawned (cf. Isa. 9:1-2). The fact
alone that Jesus so accurately and completely fulfilled Old Testament
prophecy should be enough to convince an honest mind of the Bible’s
truthfulness and authority. Just as Isaiah had predicted eight centuries
earlier, the despised, sin-darkened, and rebellious Galileans were the first
to glimpse the Messiah, the first to see the dawning of God’s New
Covenant! Not mighty and beautiful Jerusalem, the queen city of the Jews,
but Galilee of the Gentiles would first hear Messiah’s message. Not the
learned, proud, and pure Jews of Jerusalem, but the mongrel, downcast,
nontraditional mixed multitude of Samaria and Galilee had that great
honor. To those who were neediest, and who were most likely to recognize
their need, Jesus went first.

The fact that Jesus began His ministry in Samaria and Galilee,
rather than in Jerusalem and Judea, emphasizes the fact that His gospel of
salvation was for the whole world. It was the fulfillment of Old Testament
truth, which God had chosen to reveal through the Jews (cf. Rom. 3:1-2),
but it was in no way an accommodation to the traditional, proud, and



exclusive Judaism that had developed during the intertestamental period
and that was so dominant in Jesus’ day. The Son of God was sent to be “a
light of revelation of the Gentiles, and the glory of Thy people Israel”
(Luke 2:32; cf. Isa. 42:6; 49:6; 52:10). It was no coincidence of history
that “the light of the world” (John 8:12) first proclaimed Himself in
Galilee of the Gentiles.

It was in and around Galilee that Jesus had spent all but a small
part of His childhood and early manhood, and it was there that His
ministry first developed and began to spread. As the new day of the gospel
dawned, the first rays of light shined in Galilee. Into this land of
oppression, dispersion, and corrosive moral and spiritual influences—and
impending death at the word of divine judgment—IJesus came with words
and deeds of mercy, truth, love, and hope: “To those who were sitting in
the land and shadow of death, upon them a light dawned.”

THE RiGHT PROCLAMATION

From that time Jesus began to preach and say, “Repent, for the
kingdom of heaven is at hand.” (4:17)

Preaching was a central part of Jesus’ ministry and remains a
central part of the ministry of His church. From that time, when He went
to Galilee, Jesus began to preach. Kérusso (to preach) means “to
proclaim” or “to publish,” that is, to publicly make a message known. R.
C. H. Lenski comments, “The point to be noted is that to preach is not to
argue, reason, dispute, or convince by intellectual proof, against all of
which a keen intellect may bring counterargument. We simply state in
public or testify to all men the truth which God bids us state. No argument
can assail the truth presented in this announcement or testimony. Men
either believe the truth, as all sane men should, or refuse to believe it, as
only fools venture to do” (The Interpretation of St. Matthew's Gospel
[Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1964], p. 168).

Jesus preached His message with certainty. He did not come to
dispute or to argue, but to proclaim, to preach. Preaching is the



proclamation of certainties, not the suggestion of possibilities. Jesus also
preached ““as one having authority, and not as their scribes” (Matt. 7:29).
What He proclaimed not only was certain but was of the utmost authority.
The scribes could not teach authoritatively because they had so mingled
biblical truth with the interpretations and traditions of various rabbis that
all certainty and authority had long vanished. They could no longer
distinguish God’s Word from men’s words, and all that remained were
opinions and speculations. For God’s people once again to hear someone
preach as the prophets had preached was astonishing (cf. Matt. 7:28-29).

Jesus not only preached with certainty and authority but preached
only what He was commissioned by His Father to preach. John the Baptist
said of Jesus, “For He whom God has sent speaks the words of God” (John
3:34). Jesus Himself said, “I speak the things which I have seen with My
Father” (John 8:38). Later he gave the same testimony even more
pointedly: “For I did not speak on My own initiative, but the Father
Himself who sent Me has given Me commandment, what to say, and what
to speak” (John 12:49).

In His high priestly prayer Jesus spoke to His Father of His
disciples, saying, “Now they have come to know that everything Thou hast
given Me is from Thee; for the words which Thou gavest Me I have given
to them; and they received them” (John 17:7-8). And it is in His own
authority that Jesus sends out His ministers to the world: “All authority
has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore and make
disciples of all the nations” (Matt. 28:18-19). That 1s God’s commission to
everyone who preaches in His name. The faithful preacher and teacher will
proclaim God’s certain truth, with God’s delegated authority, and under
God’s divine commission.

When the King’s light dawned, the message that His light brought
was clear. He began where His herald, John the Baptist, had begun:
Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand (cf. 3:2).

The darkness in which the people lived was the darkness of sin and
evil. Jesus was saying, “The great darkness has been upon you because of
the great darkness that is within you. You must be willing to turn from that
darkness before the light can shine in you.” To turn from sin is to repent,
to change one’s orientation, to turn around and seek a new way. Metanoed
literally means a change of perception, a change in the way we see
something. To repent, therefore, is to change the way a person looks at sin



and the way he looks at righteousness. It involves a change of opinion, of
direction, of life itself. To repent is to have a radical change of heart and
will—and, consequently, of behavior (cf. Matt. 3:8).

That was, and has always continued to be, the first demand of the
gospel, the first requirement of salvation, and the first element of the
saving work of the Spirit in the soul. The conclusion of Peter’s Pentecost
sermon was a call to repentance: “Repent, and let each of you be baptized
in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38).
Many years later Paul reminded Timothy that repentance leads “to the
knowledge of the truth” (2 Tim. 2:25).

Israel would not be ready for or worthy of the King until she
repented. Repentance, of course, had always been in order and had always
been needed, but now that the kingdom of heaven [was] at hand, it was
all the more imperative. The King had arrived, and the kingdom was near.
Messiah’s time had come—to usher in the age of righteousness and rest, to
subdue Israel’s enemies, to bring all of God’s people back to their land,
and to reign on the throne of David.

Tragically, because most of Israel did not repent and did not
recognize and accept the King, the promised earthly kingdom had to be
postponed. As Matthew later explains, the literal, physical kingdom was
set aside for a period of time. The spiritual kingdom presently exists only
in the hearts of those who have trusted in Jesus Christ, the King. He is not
ruling the nation Israel and the world as He one day will, but He rules the
lives of those who belong to Him by faith. The world does not have peace,
but those do who know the Prince of Peace. The external kingdom has not
yet come, yet the King Himself indwells those that are His. The Messiah,
the Christ, now rules in those who have received Him who is “the light of
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men.



Fishing
for Men 4:18-22)

And walking by the Sea of Galilee, He saw two brothers, Simon who
was called Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea; for
they were fishermen. And He said to them, “Follow Me, and I will
make you fishers of men.” And they immediately left the nets, and
followed Him. And going on from there He saw two other brothers,
James the son of Zebedee, and John his brother, in the boat with
Zebedee their father, mending their nets; and He called them. And

they immediately left the boat and their father, and followed Him.
(4:18-22)

The following widely told story is a sobering parable of what the
church’s concern for evangelism has often been like.

On a dangerous seacoast where shipwrecks were frequent, a crude
little life-saving station was built. The building was just a hut, and there
was only one boat, but the few devoted crewmen kept a constant watch
over the sea. With no thought for themselves, they went out day or night,
tirelessly searching for any who might need help. Many lives were saved
by their devoted efforts. After a while the station became famous. Some of
those who were saved, as well as others in the surrounding area, wanted to
become a part of the work. They gave time and money for its support. New
boats were bought, additional crews were trained, and the station grew.
Some of the members became unhappy that the building was so crude.
They felt a larger, nicer place would be more appropriate as the first
refuge of those saved from the sea. So they replaced the emergency cots
with hospital beds and put better furniture in the enlarged building. Soon
the station became a popular gathering place for its members to discuss
the work and to visit with each other. They continued to remodel and



decorate until the station more and more took on the look and character of
a club. Fewer members were interested in going out on lifesaving
missions, so they hired professional crews to do the work on their behalf.
The lifesaving motif still prevailed on the club emblems and stationery,
and there was a liturgical lifeboat in the room where the club held its
initiations. One day a large ship was wrecked off the coast, and the hired
crews brought in many boatloads of cold, wet, half-drowned people. They
were dirty, bruised, and sick; and some had black or yellow skin. The
beautiful new club was terribly messed up, and so the property committee
immediately had a shower house built outside, where the shipwreck
victims could be cleaned up before coming inside. At the next meeting
there was a split in the club membership. Most of the members wanted to
stop the club’s lifesaving activities altogether, as being unpleasant and a
hindrance to the normal social life of the club. Some members insisted on
keeping lifesaving as their primary purpose and pointed out that, after all,
they were still called a lifesaving station. But those members were voted
down and told that if they wanted to save lives they could begin their own
station down the coast somewhere. As the years went by, the new station
gradually faced the same problems the other one had experienced. It, too,
became a club, and its lifesaving work became less and less of a priority.
The few members who remained dedicated to lifesaving began another
station. History continued to repeat itself; and if you visit that coast today
you will find a number of exclusive clubs along the shore. Shipwrecks are
still frequent in those waters, but most of the people drown.

What a striking illustration of the history of the church. Yet the
work of evangelism, of spiritual lifesaving, is nonetheless the purest,
truest, noblest, and most essential work the church will ever do. The work
of fishing men and women out of the sea of sin, the work of rescuing
people from the breakers of hell, is the greatest work the church is called
by God to do.

Rescuing men from sin is God’s great concern. Evangelism has
been called the sob of God. Concern for the lost caused Jesus to grieve
over unbelieving Jerusalem: “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the
prophets and stones those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to
gather your children together, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her
wings, and you were unwilling” (Matt. 23:37).



God sent His Son to earth—to preach, die, and be raised—for the
very purpose of saving men from sin. The Father “so loved the world, that
He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not
perish, but have eternal life. For God did not send the Son into the world to
judge the world, but that the world should be saved through Him” (John
3:16-17). The Son Himself came “to seek and to save that which was lost”
(Luke 19:10). The Holy Spirit gives to those who believe “the washing of
regeneration and renewing” (Titus 3:5). The whole Trinity is at work in the
ministry of saving mankind from sin. Evangelism is the great concern of
the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

God’s concern for redeeming mankind did not, of course, begin
when He sent His Son to earth. In the Garden of Eden He promised that
one day sin would be destroyed, that Satan’s very head would be bruised
(Gen. 3:15). In His covenant with Abraham He promised that in him “all
the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:3). In the covenant at
Sinai God called Israel to “be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy
nation” (Ex. 19:6), a kingdom of His witnesses to the world to draw all
mankind to Himself.

God’s people were to share His concern for the lost. Moses was so
desperate for the salvation of his own rebellious people that he cried to
God, “But now, if Thou wilt, forgive their sin—and if not, please blot me
out from Thy book which Thou hast written!” (Ex. 32:32). The writer of
Proverbs reminded Israel that “he who 1s wise wins souls” (Prov. 11:30).
The Lord told Daniel, “Those who have insight will shine brightly like the
brightness of the expanse of heaven, and those who lead the many to
righteousness, like the stars forever and ever” (Dan. 12:3).

Evangelism was the great concern of the New Testament church.
Immediately after Pentecost, the new believers were totally dedicated to
God and to winning others to Him. As they studied at the apostles’ feet,
shared with each other, and praised God, they came to have “favor with all
the people. And the Lord was adding to their number day by day those who
were being saved” (Acts 2:42-47). When the first great persecution of the
church in Jerusalem began under the direction of Saul, “those who had
been scattered went about preaching the word” (Acts 8:1-4). They did not
despair over their hardship but took it as an opportunity to expand the
Lord’s work.



After Saul himself was converted, his own great concern was
evangelism—for building up the movement he had formerly tried to
destroy. “I am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to
the wise and to the foolish,” he would one day write. “Thus, for my part, |
am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome. For I am not
ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone
who believes” (Rom. 1:14-16). Though he was called to be God’s special
apostle to the Gentiles (Acts 9:15; Eph. 3:8), Paul had such an
overwhelming desire for the salvation of his fellow Jews that he said, “I
could wish that I myself were accursed, separated from Christ for the sake
of my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh” (Rom. 9:3). His
“heart’s desire and [his] prayer to God for them [was] for their salvation”
(10:1). He wanted everyone to be saved, and was willing to “become all
things to all men, that [he might] by all means save some” (1 Cor. 9:22).

Evangelism has been the heartthrob of faithful Christians
throughout the history of the church. John Knox pleaded with God, “Give
me Scotland or I die.” John Wesley considered the whole world his parish.

Like the Christian life in general, soul-winning involves a paradox.
Jesus said, “For whoever wishes to save his life shall lose it; but whoever
loses his life for My sake shall find it” (Matt. 16:25). In other words, in
saving others we lose ourselves; in losing ourselves in the task we will be
used to win others. Jesus warned His disciples that the Jewish leaders
would soon “make you outcasts from the synagogue, but an hour is coming
for everyone who kills you to think that he is offering service to God”
(John 16:2)—just as they hated Jesus Himself “without a cause” (15:25).
Those who would reach the world must be willing to be rejected by the
world, just as our Lord conquered death by yielding to death.

In a sense, the life of evangelism involves sacrificing the greater
for the lesser, the worthy for the unworthy. It is the opposite of the
loveless and brutal survival of the fittest—the way of the fallen, sinful
world. God’s way, the way of redemption, is that of the strong being
willing to die that the weak might live. God’s Word is clear that, if we are
committed to the salvation of those without Jesus Christ, we will lose
ourselves in order to reach them. Preaching the saving gospel is essential,
and so is personal witnessing.

Forms of evangelize are used over fifty times in the New
Testament. Evangelization is the primary thrust of the Great Commission:



“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations” (Matt. 28:19). To
make disciples is to evangelize, to bring men and women under the
Saviorhood and lordship of Jesus Christ. When Jesus called His disciples
to Himself, He also called them to call others.

By comparing the gospel accounts we discover that there were at
least five different phases of Jesus’ calling of the twelve. Each gospel
writer emphasized those phases which best suited his particular purpose.
As would be expected, the first call was to salvation, to faith in the
Messiah (see John 1:35-51; 2:11). The calling that Matthew mentions here
was the second calling, the calling to witness. After neither the first nor
the second call did the disciples permanently leave their occupations. At
the time of the third call (Luke 5:1-11), Peter, James, and John were again
back fishing. Jesus repeated the call to be fishers of men, and the disciples
then realized the call was permanent and “they left everything and
followed Him” (v. 11).

In Luke’s account, Simon and the others are still fishermen, and the
Lord is teaching the crowd on shore from Simon’s boat (v. 3). After the
teaching, He instructed the disciples to go out to the deep water and let
down their nets for a catch. Simon protested that a full night of fishing had
yielded nothing, but said that he would obey nonetheless. When the fish
came into the net to the point of breaking it, and the catch filled both boats
so that they almost sank with the weight of the fish, Simon knew who
Jesus was—the presence of the holy God. His reaction, “Depart from me,
for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (v. 8), reveals the same attitude Isaiah had
when he saw God (Isa. 6:1-5)—an overwhelming sense of sinfulness. The
sinner in the presence of God sees only his sin, and shrinks back in fear of
judgment. But instead of consuming fire, Peter received a call to
discipleship and evangelism. When the call came he responded with the
other three men in total commitment to follow the Lord.

Mark tells us of the fourth level, or phase, of the call. “And He
went up to the mountain and summoned those whom He Himself wanted,
and they came to Him. And He appointed twelve, that they might be with
Him, and that He might send them out to preach, and to have authority to
cast out the demons” (Mark 3:13-15). The fifth phase, anticipated in the
previous one, is recorded in Matthew 10:1—”And having summoned His
twelve disciples, He gave them authority over unclean spirits, to cast them
out, and to heal every kind of disease and every kind of sickness.”



God calls all believers in a similar way. First He calls us to
salvation, apart from which no other call could be effective. He then calls
us progressively to more specific and ever-expanding service.

CALLING PETER AND ANDREW

And walking by the Sea of Galilee, He saw two brothers, Simon who
was called Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea; for
they were fishermen. And He said to them, “Follow Me, and 1 will
make you fishers of men.” And they immediately left the nets, and
followed Him. (4:18-20)

The Sea of Galilee is an oval-shaped body of water about eight
miles wide and thirteen miles long, and is nearly 700 feet below sea level.
Luke, who was well traveled, always referred to it more properly as a lake.
Yet Josephus reports that in the first century A.D. some 240 boats regularly
fished the waters of that lake. Much additional fishing was done along the
shore, as Simon who was called Peter [see Matt. 16:16-18], and Andrew
his brother were doing on this occasion, casting a net into the sea.

In that day, three methods of fishing were used. One was by hook
and line, the second was by a throw net cast from the shallow water along
the shore, and the third was by a large dragnet strung between two or more
boats in the deep water. Peter and Andrew were here obviously using the
second method. That net was probably about nine feet in diameter, and the
two brothers were skilled in its use, for they were fishermen by trade.
The Greek term for that particular net was amphibléstron (related to our
amphibious, an adjective describing something related to both land and
water)—so named because the person using the net would stand on or near
shore and throw the net into the deeper water where the fish were.

When Jesus called those first disciples, He gathered together the
first fish-catching crew of His church. They were the first of the original
band of evangelists He called to fulfill the Great Commission. They were
Jesus’ first partners in ministry. He had the power and the right to



accomplish the work of proclaiming the gospel by Himself. But that was
not His plan. He could have done it alone, but He never intended to do it
alone. From the beginning of His ministry, His plan was to use disciples to
win disciples. He would command His disciples to do other things, but His
first call to them was, Follow Me, and I will make you fishers of men.

We are given specific details of the callings of only seven of the
original twelve. But Jesus individually selected those who would become
part of the first marvelous ministry of winning people to Himself. “He
called His disciples to Him; and chose twelve of them, whom He also
named as apostles” (Luke 6:13). God always chooses His partners. He
chose Noah and Abraham, Moses and David. He chose the prophets. He
chose Israel herself to be a whole nation of partners, “a kingdom of priests
and a holy nation” (Ex. 19:6). Jesus told His disciples, “You did not choose
Me, but I chose you, and appointed you, that you should go and bear fruit”
(John 15:16; cf. 6:70; 13:18). Paul called Epaenetus “the first convert [lit.,
“firstfruit,” aparché] to Christ from Asia” (Rom. 16:5).

That calling to bear fruit in evangelism is extended to everyone
who belongs to Jesus Christ. The called ones are themselves to become
callers. Speaking of all Christians, Peter wrote, “But you are a chosen race,
a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own possession, that
you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of
darkness into His marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:9). Christ mandates that all of
His followers be fishermen. The command, Follow Me (in the Greek an
adverb of place expressing a command), literally means “come here.” The
term after is used in the original to show the place they are to come: “Your
place is following after Me!”

The disciples’ obedience was instant: And they immediately left
the nets, and followed Him. The sovereign authority of the Lord had
spoken. Followed is from akolouthed, which conveys the idea of following
as a disciple who is committed to imitating the one he follows.

Many years ago an Italian recluse was found dead in his house. He
had lived frugally all his life, but when friends were going through his
house to sort out the few possessions he had accumulated they discovered
246 expensive violins crammed into his attic. Some even more valuable
ones were in a bureau drawer in his bedroom. Virtually all of his money
had been spent buying violins. Yet his misdirected devotion to the
instruments had robbed the world of their beautiful sounds. Because he



selfishly treasured those violins, the world never heard the music they
were meant to play. It i1s even reported that the first violin the great
Stradivarius ever made was not played until it was 147 years old!

Many Christians treat their faith like that man treated his violins.
They hide their light; they squirrel away their great treasure. By not
sharing their light and their treasure, many to whom they could have
witnessed are left in spiritual darkness and poverty.

Some researchers estimate that as many as ninety-five percent of
all Christians have never led another person to Jesus Christ. If that is true,
ninety-five percent of the world’s spiritual violins have never been played!
True love of our riches in Christ leads us to shine and share, not to hide
and hoard.

When D. L. Moody once visited an art gallery in Chicago he was
especially impressed by a painting called “The Rock of Ages.” The picture
showed a person with both hands clinging to a cross firmly embedded in a
rock. While the stormy sea smashed against the rock, he hung tightly to
the cross. Years later Mr. Moody saw a similar picture. This one also
showed a person in a storm holding to a cross, but with one hand he was
reaching out to someone who was about to drown. The great evangelist
commented that, though the first painting was beautiful, the second was
even lovelier.

CALLING JAMES AND JOHN

And going on from there He saw two other brothers, James the son of
Zebedee, and John his brother, in the boat with Zebedee their father,
mending their nets; and He called them. And they immediately left the
boat and their father, and followed Him. (4:21-22)

When Jesus called James and John they were tough, crusty
outdoors-men—uncut jewels. They were in the boat with Zebedee their
father, mending their nets, a routine but important task in the fishing
business. They had already been called to faith in the Savior (see John



1:35-51; 2:11); here He called them to the work of evangelism alongside
Himself. And they immediately left the boat and their father, and
followed Him.

These disciples had little education, little spiritual perception, and
possibly little religious training of any sort. As their new Master began to
teach them, even when He spoke in parables, they often lacked full
comprehension of His meaning.

They were often self-centered and inhospitable. When the
multitude who had walked a long way around the Sea of Galilee to be with
Jesus became hungry, the disciples thought only of sending them away on
their own to find food (Matt. 14:15). When some little children were
brought to Jesus for blessing, the disciples rebuked those who brought
them (19:13). Peter thought he would be extremely generous to forgive
someone “up to seven times” (18:21). Even on the night of Jesus’ betrayal,
as their Lord agonized in the Garden of Gethsemane, Peter, James, and
John could not stay awake with Him (26:40, 45). The disciples were
selfish, proud, weak, and cowardly. They showed little potential even for
dependability, much less for greatness. Yet Jesus chose them for disciples,
even to be His inner circle of twelve. They were raw material that He
would make into useful instruments.

All the disciples were probably not as rough and unpromising as
the first and most dominant four Jesus called, but not one was chosen from
among the Jewish religious leaders—the scribes, Pharisees, Sadducees,
priests, or rabbis. It was no doubt partly that fact that caused those leaders
to reject Jesus. They could not believe that anyone who Himself was not
an official leader, and who chose no official leaders to be His personal
students and co-workers, could possibly be the Messiah. It was beyond
their comprehension that God’s own Son would bypass the proper leaders
of His chosen people when He came to establish His kingdom.

The only apostle who had been a Jewish religious leader was not
among the original twelve, and he considered himself “one untimely
born.” He knew that his own calling was exceptional and reflected God’s
exceeding grace (1 Cor. 15:8-10). He reminded the Corinthian believers,
“For consider your calling, brethren, that there were not many wise
according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble; but God has
chosen the foolish things of the world to shame the wise, and God has
chosen the weak things of the world to shame the things which are strong,



and the base things of the world and the despised, God has chosen, the
things that are not, that He might nullify the things that are, that no man
should boast before God” (1 Cor. 1:26-29).

Jesus did not simply command His disciples to become fishers of
men, but promised that He would make them fishermen for men’s souls.
As He later would make clear on more than one occasion, that promise
was also a caution. Not only was He willing to make them into disciplers,
but they could never be effective disciplers—or effective disciples in any
way—without His power. “I am the vine, you are the branches; he who
abides in Me, and I in him, he bears much fruit; for apart from Me you can
do nothing” (John 15:5).

A number of qualities that make a good fisherman can also help
make a good evangelist. First, a fisherman needs to be patient, because he
knows that it often takes time to find a school of fish. Fishermen learn to
wait. Second, a fisherman must have perseverance. It is not simply a
matter of waiting patiently in one place, hoping some fish will eventually
show up. It is a matter of going from place to place, and sometimes back
again, over and over—until the fish are found. Third, fishermen must have
good instinct for going to the right place and dropping the net at the right
moment. Poor timing has lost many a catch, both of fish and of men. A
fourth quality is courage. Commercial fishermen, certainly ones such as
those on the Sea of Galilee, frequently face considerable danger from
storms and various mishaps.

A good fisherman also keeps himself out of sight as much as
possible. It is very easy for ourselves to get in the way of our witnessing,
causing people to turn away. A good soul-winner keeps himself out of the
picture as much as possible.

When Jesus called the disciples to commit themselves to
evangelism, He also committed Himself to train them and empower them.
Following the Lord’s example, the church not only must call its members
to evangelize, but must continually train and encourage them in that
calling. The Lord not only empowers his disciples to witness but
empowers them to train others to witness. In other words, He empowers
His disciples to disciple, just as He promised in the Great Commission.
“All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore
and make disciples of all the nations” (Matt. 28:18-19).



Jesus first sent the disciples out two-by-two on brief missions,
instructing them about what they should and should not do and say (Mark
6:7-11). After three years of teaching and training in short-term
assignments, He finally left them permanently on their own. Yet they were
not on their own, because He would henceforth not only be with them but
in them (Matt. 28:20; John 16:13-15).

Both in Jesus’ teaching and in His example we can see principles
that every soul-winner must emulate. First of all, Jesus was available. It
seems incredible that the Son of God, who had so very little time to teach
and train the slow-learning disciples, would be so open to those who came
to Him for comfort or healing. He never turned down a request for help.

Second, Jesus showed no favoritism. The poor and outcast could
approach Him as easily as the wealthy and powerful. The influential Jairus
and the powerful Roman centurion had no advantage over the Samaritan
woman of Sychar or the woman taken in adultery.

Third, Jesus was totally sensitive to the needs of those around Him.
He always recognized an open heart, a repentant sinner. Even when the
crowd pressed around Him, He noticed the woman who touched the hem of
His garment. “Jesus turning and seeing her said, ‘Daughter, take courage;
your faith has made you well.” And at once the woman was made well”
(Matt. 9:20-22). When we are sensitive to Christ’s Spirit, He will make us
sensitive to others, and will lead us to them or them to us.

Fourth, Jesus usually secured a public profession or testimony.
Sometimes He gave specific instruction, as He did to the man He delivered
from demons (Mark 5:19), whereas at other times the desire to witness
was spontaneous, as with the woman of Sychar (John 4:28-29).

Fifth, Jesus showed love and tenderness to those He sought to win.
Again His experience with the woman at Sychar gives a beautiful example.
She not only was a religious outcast in the eyes of Jews but was an
adulteress. She had had five husbands and was then living with a man to
whom she was not married. Yet Jesus firmly but gently led her to the place
of faith. Through her, many other Samaritans were led to salvation (John
4:7-42).

Finally, Jesus always took time. In contrast to many of His
followers, Jesus always had time for others. Some Christian workers are so
busy with “the Lord’s work™ that they have no time for others—though
that was a primary characteristic of Jesus’ own ministry. Even while on



His way to heal Jairus’ daughter, Jesus took time to heal the woman who
had suffered from a hemorrhage for twelve years (Mark 5:21-34).

The response of Peter, Andrew, James, and John to Jesus’ call was
the same. They immediately left what they were doing and followed
Him. Their obedience was instant and without hesitation. At this time they
had little knowledge of Jesus’ teaching or of what following Him would
cost. But it was enough for them to know who He was and that His call to
them was a divine call.

From many subsequent accounts in the gospels we know that none
of the disciples at this time had a passion for souls, or a passion for any
part of the Lord’s work. In fact, their response to unbelief was to call for
instant divine destruction (see Luke 9:51-56). Passion came only after
understanding and obedience. They developed compassion, humility,
understanding, patience, and love as they learned from and obeyed Jesus.
Obedience is the spark that lights the fire of passion. The way to develop a
love for souls is to obey Jesus’ call to win souls. As we do that, God will
kindle that spark of obedience into a great flame of passion. This is the
time of gracious evangelism, not of consuming judgment, as our Lord
made clear in the parable of the tares (Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43).

David Brainerd, the great missionary to the American Indians, who
died while still in his twenties, said, “Oh, that I were a flame of fire in my
Master’s cause.” His selfless obedience proved the sincerity of that desire,
and God gave him a burning heart for lost souls that has few parallels in
the history of the church. Henry Martyn, missionary to India and Persia,
prayed that he might “burn out for God,” and that is what God graciously
allowed him to do.

Such burning desire comes only from the pilot light of obedience.
Like David Brainerd, Robert Murray McCheyne died before he was thirty.
Of him Courtland Myers wrote: “Everywhere he stepped Scotland shook.
Whenever he opened his mouth a spiritual force swept in every direction.
Thousands followed him to the feet of Christ.” Visitors who came to see
the church where McCheyne had preached were shown a table, chair, and
open Bible. They were then told how that man of God spent hours with his
head buried in the Bible, weeping for those to whom he would preach.
Myers then comments, “With such a passion for souls, is it any wonder
that the Holy Spirit gave McCheyne a magnetic personality which drew so
many to the Savior?”



The hymn “Let the Lower Lights Be Burning” is based on a story
told by D. L. Moody. A ship was coming into Cleveland harbor on Lake
Erie on a stormy night. The harbor had two sets of lights to guide
incoming vessels. One set was high on the bluff above the harbor and
could be seen for many miles. The other set was down near the coastline
and was used to guide the ships through the rocks as they came nearer to
port. On that particular night the wind and rain had extinguished the lower
lights, and the pilot suggested they stay out in the lake until daylight. The
captain, however, was afraid of the ship’s being destroyed by the storm
and decided to risk making the harbor. But without the lower lights to
guide it, the ship was wrecked on the rocks, and many of the men drowned.
In applying that story to Christian witnessing, Moody said, “The upper
lights in heaven are burning as brightly as ever they’ve burned. But what
about the lower lights?”



The King’s Divine
Credentials (4:23-25)

And Jesus was going about in all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues,
and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of
disease and every kind of sickness among the people. And the news
about Him went out into all Syria; and they brought to Him all who
were ill, taken with various diseases and pains, demoniacs, epileptics,
paralytics; and He healed them. And great multitudes followed Him
from Galilee and Decapolis and Jerusalem and Judea and from
beyond the Jordan. (4:23-25)

One of the ways in which Jesus demonstrated His divine character
and power was through miracles of healing, which served as messianic
credentials. John was especially concerned with those credentials, and his
gospel features them. He makes it clear that “many other signs therefore
Jesus also performed in the presence of the disciples, which are not written
in this book; but these have been written that you may believe that Jesus is
the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing you may have life in His
name” (John 20:30-31). Matthew also confirms that through His mighty
works Jesus presented Himself as the Messiah, the great coming King.

The primary purpose of all four gospel writers was to present Jesus
as being more than a man. He was the very Son of God. Apart from that
central truth everything else about Him would be of little consequence. It
would be of absolutely no consequence as far as salvation is concerned.
But in light of that truth, everything about Him is of supreme significance.
What He said was the Word of God, and what He did was the work of God.

He who believes in Me does not believe in Me, but in Him who
sent Me. And he who beholds Me beholds the One who sent Me.



I have come as light into the world, that everyone who believes
in Me may not remain in darkness. And if anyone hears My
sayings, and does not keep them, I do not judge him; for I did
not come to judge the world, but to save the world. He who
rejects Me, and does not receive My sayings, has one who judges
him; the word I spoke is what will judge him at the last day. For
I did not speak on My own initiative, but the Father Himself who
sent Me has given Me commandment, what to say, and what to
speak. And I know that His commandment is eternal life;
therefore the things I speak, I speak just as the Father has told
Me. (John 12:44-50)

Jesus’ claims were so astounding that His enemies desperately
suggested that He must be demon-possessed or insane. But others were
wiser, “saying, ‘These are not the sayings of one demon-possessed. A
demon cannot open the eyes of the blind, can he?’” (John 10:19-21). The
man healed of blindness told the disbelieving Pharisees, “Well, here is an
amazing thing, that you do not know where He is from, and yet He opened
my eyes. We know that God does not hear sinners; but if anyone is God-
fearing, and does His will, He hears him. Since the beginning of time it
has never been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a person born blind.
If this man were not from God, He could do nothing” (9:30-33). Jesus’
amazing words were backed up by His amazing works.

On another occasion the officers of the chief priests and Pharisees
reported, “Never did a man speak the way this man speaks” (John 7:46).
At the end of the Sermon on the Mount, “the multitudes were amazed at
His teaching; for He was teaching them as one having authority, and not as
their scribes” (Matt. 7:28-29). The words Jesus said were also
overpowering marks of His messiahship and His majesty.

Matthew focuses both on Jesus’ words and His works as, in 4:23-
25, he introduces His ministry of teaching, preaching, and healing. He has
already demonstrated that Jesus came at the right time and place and with
the right message (4:12-17), and that for His work He chose the right
partners (vv. 18-22). Now he shows that He came with the right plan—to
establish His deity by His words and His works.



TEACHING

And Jesus was going about in all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues
(4:23a)

Was going about (from periagd) is in the imperfect tense,
indicating repeated and continuous action. This verse summarizes Jesus’
entire Galilean ministry. His going about in all Galilee is given in detail
in chapters 5-9. His words are the subject of chapters 57 (the Sermon on
the Mount), and His works are the focus of chapters 8-9.

Matthew does not imply that Jesus visited every village in Galilee,
but emphasizes that He ministered throughout the region. Because the
entire region was only some sixty by thirty miles, and Jesus moved about
in it, anyone interested in seeing and hearing Him would not have had far
to travel. In the time that He had, He ministered to as many people as He
possibly could.

Though that vicinity had long been known as “Galilee of the
Gentiles” (see 4:15; Isa. 9:1), Jesus’ ministry there apparently
concentrated in the Jewish synagogues. The synagogue is believed to have
developed during the Babylonian exile, and its use was greatly expanded
during the intertestamental period. By New Testament times it had become
the most important institution in Jewish life. Although the Temple
remained by far the holiest shrine of Judaism, many Jews lived thousand
of miles from Jerusalem and could never expect to visit there. But
synagogues could be established anywhere in Israel or beyond, and around
them virtually all Jewish religious and social life centered.

The synagogue not only was the primary place of worship but also
of study, community fellowship, and of legal activity. The greatest tragedy
for most Jews was to be disfellowshiped from the synagogue, to be
unsynagogued (aposunagogos, John 12:43). That is what happened to Jews
who became Christians. It was such a terrible prospect that, as we assume
from the repeated warnings of the book of Hebrews (6:4-6; 10:35-39; etc.),
many Jews who recognized the truth of the gospel refused to become



Christians because of the certainty of being ostracized from the Jewish
community.

Most synagogues were built on a hill, often on the highest point of
a town. Many had a tall pole jutting into the sky, much like a church
steeple, making them stand out and be easy to find. Frequently they were
built on banks of rivers, sometimes—as the one whose ruins are a popular
attraction in modern Capernaum—without a roof.

Worship was held every Sabbath, which began at sundown on
Friday and ended at sundown on Saturday. The Jews had special services
on the second and fifth days of every week and observed the festivals
prescribed in the law as well as numerous others that had developed by
tradition. During the Sabbath services, sections of the Torah (law) and the
prophets were read. That was followed by various prayers, singing, and
responses. Then a text of Scripture would be expounded, possibly
following the pattern begun by Ezra after the return from Babylon (see
Neh. 8:1-8). Often visiting dignitaries or rabbis would be given the honor
of expounding the Scripture, a practice of which both Jesus and Paul took
advantage on numerous occasions (see Luke 4:16-17; Acts 13:15-16).

The affairs of the average village synagogue were usually
administered by ten elders of the congregation, of whom three were called
rulers. The rulers decided whether or not to admit a proselyte into
fellowship and settled disputes of all sorts. A fourth ruler, called the angel,
served as chairman of the synagogue. Some of the elders functioned as
servers, carrying out the decisions of the four rulers. One elder interpreted
the ancient Hebrew into the vernacular, one headed the theological school,
which every synagogue had, and one served as a popular instructor,
teaching on a level that the average member could understand.

During Roman rule the synagogue officials had the power to settle
virtually every legal dispute within their congregations and even to inflict
punishment, with the one exception of execution. That is why the Jewish
leaders needed Pilate’s permission to crucify Jesus. Even the Sanhedrin,
the supreme council of Jerusalem, had no such right.

The synagogue served as public school for boys, where they
studied the Talmud and learned to read, write, and do basic arithmetic. For
men, the synagogue was a place of advanced theological study.

The synagogues of Galilee provided Jesus with His first platforms
for teaching. In almost every community of any size He would have found



a synagogue, and in the early part of His ministry He was welcomed in
most of them. As a visiting rabbi He was often asked to read and expound
Scripture, as He readily did (see Luke 4:16-21).

It was in the synagogues that believing, sincere Israelites would be
found. Here, if anywhere, Jesus could expect to find those who would hear
and accept His divine message. Here is where God’s faithful remnant came
to worship God and to be taught His Word.

Teaching is from didasko, from which we get didactic and which
refers to the passing on of information—often, but not necessarily, in a
formal setting. It focused on content, with the purpose of discovering the
truth—contrary to the forums so popular among Greeks, where discussion
and the bantering about of various ideas and opinions was the primary
concern (see Acts 17:21). Synagogue teaching, as illustrated by that of
Jesus, was basically expository. Scripture was read and explained section
by section, often verse by verse.

PREACHING

and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom (4:235)

Proclaiming is from a term (kérusso) often translated “to preach.”
The root idea is to herald, or cry out. Whereas didasko relates to
explaining a message, k€russo relates simply to announcing it. While
interpreting the Old Testament in His teaching He also was proclaiming
the gospel of the kingdom, announcing the fact that God’s long-promised
Messiah and King had come to establish His kingdom. He continued and
extended the heralding that John the Baptist had begun.

That which is proclaimed is the kérugma (Matt. 12:41; Rom.
16:25; Titus 1:3; etc.), and that which is taught is the didaché (Matt. 7:28;
Rom. 16:17; etc.). The message proclaimed needs to be explained, and
vice versa.

Gospel means “good news,” and it was the good news that the
kingdom was coming that Jesus preached throughout Galilee. That was
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the supreme truth, the great good news, around which all of His teaching
centered. From His baptism to His ascension Jesus preached the kingdom.
“Until the day when He was taken up” Luke tells us, Jesus was “speaking
of the things concerning the kingdom of God” (Acts 1:2-3). He never
allowed Himself to get sidetracked into economics, social issues, politics,
or personal disputes. His teaching and preaching focused entirely on
expounding God’s Word and proclaiming God’s kingdom—a sound pattern
for every faithful messenger of the gospel.

John the Baptist heralded the kingdom, but not the gospel of the
kingdom. Good news as such was not the primary feature in his preaching.
His preaching called men to repent of their sins and to prepare themselves
for the coming of the King (3:1-10). He focused on sin and judgment. His
was the bad news that pointed up the graciousness of the good news about
to come. When Jesus’ ministry was more and more resisted by the Jewish
leaders, His preaching became more and more stern, even sterner than that
of John the Baptist. As hypocrisy became more evident and hostility
became more vehement, Jesus’ words became more harsh.

But the King’s first proclamation was of good news, God’s
marvelous offer to deliver “us from the domain of darkness, and [to
transfer] us to the kingdom of His beloved Son, in whom we have
redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (Col. 1:13-14). The gospel is the good
news of salvation through Jesus Christ, the good news that God’s kingdom
(the sphere of God’s rule by the grace of salvation) is open to anyone who
puts his trust in the King.

The Jews were then under the rule of Rome, and before that they
had been under the Greeks, the Medes and Persians, and the Babylonians.
Even when they had their own kingdom and their own kings, their
condition was far from ideal. Because they were not satisfied to have the
Lord as their King, they insisted on having human kings, like all the other
nations (1 Sam. 12:12). But those kings brought little peace, prosperity, or
happiness, and much sorrow, tragedy, and corruption.

When Jesus preached and taught, He was announcing that He was
the King who had come to bring God’s promised perfect kingdom. Had
they accepted the One who now proclaimed the good news of the kingdom
to them, the Jews could have had that kingdom established in their midst.
Had they accepted Jesus as the Messiah, His kingdom then would have



come on earth. But because they rejected the King and His gospel, they
rejected the earthly, promised kingdom.

Jesus spoke powerful words, eternal words, words like no man
before had ever spoken. Even the people in His hometown of Nazareth
“were speaking well of Him, and wondering at the gracious words which
were falling from His lips” (Luke 4:22). When He went down to
Capernaum, “they were amazed at His teaching, for His message was with
authority” (v. 32). Jesus’ cleverest enemies could never trap Him in His
words, or confuse Him or confound Him or find any error in what He said.
His teaching and His preaching about the kingdom were the divine
credentials of His words.

HEALING

and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness among the
people. And the news about Him went out into all Syria; and they
brought to Him all who were ill, taken with various diseases and pains,
demoniacs, epileptics, paralytics; and He healed them. And great
multitudes followed Him from Galilee and Decapolis and Jerusalem
and Judea and from beyond the Jordan. (4:23¢-25)

Some people are sick and unhealthy because of their own foolish
habits, whereas others suffer as a direct consequence of their sin. God
sometimes uses physical affliction to discipline His people. Many of the
Corinthian Christians were weak, sick, and had even died because they
profaned the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:30). Ananias and Sapphira lost their
lives for lying to the Holy Spirit (Acts 5:1-10). Yet Scripture makes it
equally clear that all suffering and disease are not caused by sin,
ignorance, errors in judgment, or God’s discipline. Job suffered greatly,
though he was blameless, upright, feared God, and turned away from evil
(Job 1:1). When Jesus’ disciples assumed that the man who was born blind
was being punished either for his own sin or that of his parents, Jesus
corrected them. “It was neither that this man sinned, nor his parents; but it



was in order that the works of God might be displayed in him” (John 9:1-
3).

Jesus’ healing was a divine verification. His words should have
been sufficient evidence of His messiahship, as they were for those who
truly believed. The disciples left everything to follow Jesus before He
performed a miracle of any sort. Many heard Him and believed in Him
who had no need of healing for themselves or for their family or friends. It
is possible that many who heard and believed in Christ never saw Him
perform a miracle—just as many believed John the Baptist’s message,
although “John performed no sign” (John 10:41).

Yet Jesus’ healing ministry was a powerful addition to the evidence
of His teaching and preaching. Alexander Maclaren said, “It may be
doubted whether we have an adequate notion of the immense number of
Christ’s miracles. Those recorded are but a small portion of those done.
Those early ones were illustrations of the nature of His kingdom; they
were His first gifts to His kingdom subjects.” The writer of Hebrews says
of the gospel of the kingdom that “after it was at the first spoken through
the Lord, it was confirmed to us by those who heard, God also bearing
witness with them, both by signs and wonders and by various miracles and
by gifts of the Holy Spirit according to His own will” (Heb. 2:3-4). Like
Jesus’ words, the miracles were a foretaste of His glorious, earthly
kingdom. To get some idea of what the millennial kingdom will be like we
need only multiply His words and His miracles ten-thousandfold.

Jesus healed every kind of disease and every kind of sickness
among the people. This universal character of the healings is expanded
and illustrated in the following verse: And the news about Him went out
into all Syria; and they brought to Him all who were ill, taken with
various diseases and pains, demoniacs, epileptics, paralytics; and He
healed them.

In Jesus’ day Syria was a Roman province that took in all of
Palestine, including Galilee. In the context of this verse, however, it may
refer only to the northern part, of which Damascus was the major city. In
any case, the point is that Jesus’ fame spread well beyond the area in
which He was ministering. From a wide surrounding area the people
brought to Him all who were ill, in hope that He would heal them.

Until modern times, with our great advances in sanitary and
medical knowledge, disease was frequently rampant. Plagues stopped only



when they had run their natural course, leaving behind countless dead and
many others who were disfigured or crippled. Simple infections often
became life-threatening. It 1s not strange, therefore, that news of a healer
who could cure any affliction spread like wildfire.

As representative of the various diseases and pains, Matthew
mentions three specific types that Jesus healed. Diseases signifies the
many maladies, whereas pains refers to the many symptoms.

The first type of malady was that suffered by demoniacs, those
whose afflictions were caused by demons. It is clear from Scripture,
especially the New Testament, that many physical and mental afflictions
are caused directly by Satan through the operation of his demons. Chapters
9, 12, and 17 of Matthew, and chapters 9 of Mark and 13 of Luke give
abundant evidence of demon-related afflictions. The ability to cast out
demons is often referred to as the gift of miracles (literally, “powers”; 1
Cor. 12:10, 28-29), the divine power given specifically to combat the
demonic powers of darkness (see Luke 9:1; 10:17-19; Acts 8:6-7; cf. Eph.
6:12).

The second group that Jesus healed were epileptics. The King
James renders the original (seléniazd) as “lunatic,” which, like the Greek,
literally means “moonstruck.” In many cultures the mentally i1l and those
who have convulsions or seizures have been thought to be under the
influence of the moon. From other biblical references, such as Matthew
17:15, as well as from descriptions of the affliction in other ancient
literature, it is almost certain that the disease was epilepsy, which involves
disorder of the central nervous system.

The third group were the paralytics, a general term representing a
wide range of crippling handicaps. The three terms Matthew uses
characterize the three broad areas of man’s afflictions—the spiritual, the
mental/nervous, and the physical. Jesus was able to overpower whatever
evil afflicted those who came to Him. The earthly aspect of His kingdom
will have no place for anything harmful, anything wicked, anything less
than perfect wholeness and perfect goodness. “On that day the deaf shall
hear,... the eyes of the blind shall see. The afflicted also shall increase
their gladness in the Lord, and the needy of mankind shall rejoice in the
Holy One of Israel” (Isa. 29:18-19; cf. 11:6-9). They brought to Him all
who were ill, ... and He healed them.



The great reformed theologian B. B. Warfield said, “When our
Lord came down to earth He drew heaven with Him. The signs which
accompanied His ministry were but the trailing clouds of glory which He
brought from heaven, which is His home. The number of the miracles
which He wrought may easily be underrated. It has been said that in effect
He banished disease and death from Palestine for the three years of His
ministry. One touch of the hem of His garment that He wore could heal
whole countries of their pain. One touch of His hand could restore life.”

Jesus’ miracles accomplished four things above and beyond the
immediate and obvious benefit to those who were healed. First, they
proved that He was divine, because no mere human being could do such
things. “Believe Me that I am in the Father, and the Father in Me,” Jesus
told Philip; “otherwise believe on account of the works themselves” (John
14:11).

Second, the wondrous healings showed that God is compassionate
toward those who suffer.

Third, the miracles showed that Jesus was the prophesied Messiah,
because the Old Testament predicted that the Messiah would perform
miracles. When John the Baptist was imprisoned and began to have doubts
about Jesus’ messiahship, Jesus told John’s disciples, “Go and report to
John what you hear and see: the blind receive sight and the lame walk, the
lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the
poor have the gospel preached to them” (Matt. 11:4-5). That Jesus did
these things predicted of the Messiah (see Isaiah 35:5-10; 61:1-3; etc.)
proved His messiahship.

Fourth, the miracles proved that the coming kingdom was a reality,
the wonders and signs being a foretaste of the marvelous realm God has in
store for those who are His. “And Jesus was going about all the cities and
the villages, teaching in their synagogues, and proclaiming the gospel of
the kingdom, and healing every kind of sickness” (Matt. 9:35). A short
while later Jesus committed the same message and accompanying powers
to His disciples: “And as you go, preach, saying, ‘The kingdom of heaven
is at hand.” Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out
demons; freely you received, freely give” (Matt. 10:7-8). A while after
that, He pointedly told the disbelieving Pharisees, “If I cast out demons by
the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (12:28).



[ am convinced that the only time such miracles will again be
performed is just before the millennial kingdom arrives, when the Lord
regathers Israel and the tribulation begins. Then, just as at Christ’s
(Messiah’s) first coming, “the eyes of the blind will be opened, and the
ears of the deaf will be unstopped. Then the lame will leap like a deer, and
the tongue of the dumb will shout for joy” (Isa. 35:5-6). When Israel
rejected the King at His first coming she also rejected the kingdom. But
when the King comes again, the coming of His kingdom will not depend
on men’s response. He will establish it then. It will be announced “among
the nations, ‘The Lord reigns; indeed, the world is firmly established, it
will not be moved’” (Ps. 96:10).

To demonstrate the absoluteness of His power and authority, Jesus
healed everyone who came to Him during His earthly ministry, without
exception and without limit. He still has power to heal today, with the
same absoluteness and completeness; and, as He sovereignly chooses, He
does so. But He does not promise to heal everyone who now asks Him, not
even those who belong to Him. The healing miracles He performed while
on earth, like His other miracles and those of the apostles, were temporary
authenticating signs to Israel that her Messiah had come. The Scripture
now stands to attest to the promise of a coming earthly kingdom.

Six features of Jesus’ healing have never been duplicated since
New Testament times. First, Jesus healed directly, with a word or a touch,
without prayer and sometimes even without being near the afflicted
person. Second, Jesus healed instantaneously. There was no waiting for
restoration to come in stages. Third, He healed completely, never partially.
Fourth, He healed everyone who came to Him, everyone who was brought
to Him, and everyone for whom healing was asked by another. He healed
without discrimination as to person or affliction. Fifth, Jesus healed
organic and congenital problems, no matter how severe or longstanding.
Sixth, He brought people back to life. He healed even after disease had run
its full course and taken the life of its victim.

Those six features also characterized the healing ministry of the
apostles. At the beginning of the book of Acts we are told of many
miracles and signs that the apostles performed. Yet before the end of the
book the accounts of miracles cease. The same diminishing is seen in the
epistles. In his early ministry Paul performed many miracles of healing,
but years later he simply advised Timothy to take some wine for his



stomach ailment (1 Tim. 5:23). At the end of his next letter to Timothy the
apostle reports that “Trophimus I left sick at Miletus” (2 Tim. 4:20),
apparently beyond the power of Paul to help. There is no scriptural
evidence that, by the end of the apostolic age, miracles of any sort were
still performed. Once Israel had turned her back on her Messiah, her
divine King, the authenticating signs of the kingdom had no more purpose.
They faded and then disappeared altogether.

The great multitudes who followed Him no doubt came for many
reasons besides healing for themselves or others. Many came primarily to
hear Him teach and preach, and many no doubt came out of mere curiosity.
But they came in great numbers and from great distances. Decapolis was a
region composed of ten major cities (hence the name, which literally
means “ten cities”) located east and south of Galilee. Beyond the Jordan
probably referred to areas such as Perea, which was south of Decapolis
and east of Jerusalem and Judea.

Many of that great multitude believed in Jesus and were saved,
experiencing the kingdom inwardly, the rule of God through the grace of
salvation. The vast majority, however, Jew and Gentile alike, did not
believe in Him. They listened to what He said, watched what He did, and
received temporary blessings. But they did not accept the One who spoke
and who healed, whose words and works not only give blessing but eternal
life.



The Great Sermon of
the Great King (5:1-2)

And when He saw the multitudes, He went up on the mountain; and
after He sat down, His disciples came to Him. And opening His mouth
He began to teach them, saying, (5:1-2)

Until this point in Matthew, Jesus’ words have been limited
(4:17,19) and reference to His teachings general (4:23). Now, in one
powerfully comprehensive yet compact message, the Lord sets forth the
foundational truths of the gospel of the kingdom He came to proclaim.

Here begins what has traditionally been called the Sermon on the
Mount. Though Jesus repeated many of these truths on other occasions,
chapters 5-7 record one continuous message of the Lord, delivered at one
specific time. As we will see, these were revolutionary truths to the minds
of those Jewish religionists who heard them, and have continued to
explode with great impact on the minds of readers for nearly two thousand
years.

Here is the manifesto of the new Monarch, who ushers in a new age
with a new message.

THE CONTEXT

THE BIBLICAL CONTEXT



The King’s new message was closely related to the message of the
Old Testament and was, in fact, a reaffirmation of it. Yet the emphasis of
the gospel (which means “good news”) was radically different from the
current understanding of the Old Testament—an astounding clarification
of what Moses, David, the prophets, and other inspired writers of God’s
Word had revealed. In addition to that, Christ’s message struck violently
against the Jewish tradition of His day.

The last message in the Old Testament is, “And he will restore the
hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their
fathers, lest I come and smite the land with a curse” (Mal. 4:6). By
contrast, this first great sermon of the New Testament begins with a series
of blessings, which we call the Beatitudes (5:3-12). The Old Testament
ends with the warning of a curse; the New Testament begins with the
promise of blessing. The Old Testament was characterized by Mount Sinai,
with its law, its thunder and lightning, and its warnings of judgment and
cursing. The New Testament is characterized by Mount Zion, with its
grace, its salvation and healing, and its promises of peace and blessing (cf.
Heb. 12:18-24).

The Old Testament law demonstrates man’s need of salvation, and
the New Testament message offers the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. Our
Lord had to begin with a proper presentation of the law, so the people
would recognize their sin—then could come the offer of salvation. The
Sermon on the Mount clarifies the reasons for the curse and shows that
man has no righteousness that can survive the scrutiny of God. The new
message offers blessing, and that is the Lord’s opening offer.

As will be developed in the next chapter, however, the blessedness
Christ offers is not dependent on self-effort or self-righteousness, but on
the new nature God gives. In God’s Son man comes to share God’s very
nature, which is characterized by true righteousness and its consequence—
blessedness, or happiness. In Christ we partake of the very bliss of God
Himself! That is the kind and the extent of the contentment God wants His
children to have—His very own peace and happiness. So the Lord begins
with the offer of blessedness and then proceeds to demonstrate that human
righteousness, such as the Jews sought, cannot produce it. The good news
is that of blessing. The bad news is that man cannot achieve it, no matter
how self-righteous and religious he is.



The Old Testament is the book of Adam, whose story is tragic.
Adam not only was the first man on earth but the first king. He was given
dominion over all the earth, to subdue and rule it (Gen. 1:28). But that first
monarch fell soon after he began to rule, and his fall brought a curse—the
curse with which the Old Testament both begins and ends.

The New Testament begins with the presentation of the new
sovereign Man, One who will not fall and One who brings blessing rather
than cursing. The second Adam is also the last Adam, and after Him will
come no other ruler, no other sovereign. The first king sinned and left a
curse; the second King was sinless and leaves a blessing. As one writer has
put it, the first Adam was tested in a beautiful garden and failed; the last
Adam was tested in a threatening wilderness and succeeded. Because the
first Adam was a thief, he was cast out of paradise; but the last Adam
turned to a thief on a cross and said, “Today you shall be with Me in
paradise” (Luke 23:43). The Old Testament, the book of the generations of
Adam, ends with a curse; the New Testament, the book of the generations
of Jesus Christ, ends with the promise, “There shall no longer be any
curse” (Rev. 22:3). The Old Testament gave the law to show man in his
misery, and the New Testament gives life to show man in his bliss.

In Jesus Christ a new reality dawned on history. A new Man and
new King of the earth came to reverse the terrible curse of the first king.
The Sermon on the Mount is the masterful revelation from the great King,
offering blessing instead of cursing to those who come on His terms to
true righteousness.

THE POLITICAL CONTEXT

Most Jews of Jesus’ day expected the Messiah to be, first of all, a
military and political leader who would deliver them from the yoke of
Rome and establish a prosperous Jewish kingdom that would lead the
world. He would be greater than any king, leader, or prophet in their
history. After Jesus miraculously fed the multitude on the far side of the
Sea of Galilee, the people tried “to come and take Him by force, to make
Him king” (John 6:15). They saw Jesus as the anticipated leader of a great
welfare state in which even their routine physical needs would be
provided. But Jesus would not allow Himself to be mistaken for that sort



of king, and He disappeared from the crowd. Later, when Pilate asked
Jesus, “Are You the King of the Jews?” the Lord replied, “My kingdom is
not of this world. If My kingdom were of this world, then My servants
would be fighting, that I might not be delivered up to the Jews; but as it is,
My kingdom is not of this realm” (John 18:36).

The thrust of the Sermon on the Mount is that the message and
work of the King are first and most importantly internal and not external,
and spiritual and moral rather than physical and political. Here we find no
politics or social reform. His concern is for what men are, because what
they are determines what they do.

The ideals and principles in the Sermon on the Mount are utterly
contrary to those of human societies and governments. In Christ’s
kingdom the most exalted persons are those who are the lowliest in the
world’s estimation, and vice versa. Jesus declared that John the Baptist
was the greatest man who had ever lived until that time. Yet John had no
possessions and no home, lived in the wilderness, dressed in a hair
garment, and ate locusts and wild honey. He was not a part of the religious
system, and he had no financial, military, or political power. In addition to
that, he preached a message that in the world’s eyes was completely
irrelevant and absurd. By worldly standards he was a misfit and a failure.
Yet he received the Lord’s highest praise.

In Jesus’ kingdom the least are greater even than John the Baptist
(Matt. 11:11). They are characterized in this sermon as being humble,
compassionate, meek, yearning for righteousness, merciful, pure in heart,
peacemakers—and persecuted for the sake of the very righteousness they
practice. In the world’s eyes those characteristics are the marks of losers.
The world says, “Assert yourself, stand up for yourself, be proud of
yourself, elevate yourself, defend yourself, avenge yourself, serve
yourself.” Those are the treasured traits of the world’s people and the
world’s kingdoms.

THE RELIGIOUS CONTEXT

Jesus lived in a highly complex religious society, one that included
many professional religionists. Those professionals were in four primary
groups: the Pharisees, the Sadducees, the Essenes, and the Zealots. At this



point, it is only necessary to introduce these groups briefly. Later chapters
will unfold more of their distinctives.

The Pharisees believed that right religion consisted in divine laws
and religious tradition. Their primary concern was for fastidious
observance of the Mosaic law and of every minute detail of the traditions
handed down by various rabbis over the centuries. They focused on
adhering to the laws of the past.

The Sadducees focused on the present. They were the religious
liberals who discounted most things supernatural and who modified both
Scripture and tradition to fit their own religious philosophy.

The Essenes were ascetics who believed that right religion meant
separation from the rest of society. They led austere lives in remote, barren
areas such as Qumran, on the northwest edge of the Dead Sea.

The Zealots were fanatical nationalists who thought that right
religion centered in radical political activism. These Jewish
revolutionaries looked down on fellow Jews who would not take up arms
against Rome.

In essence, the Pharisees said, “Go back”; the Sadducees said, “Go
ahead”; the Essenes said, “Go away”’; and the Zealots said, “Go against.”
The Pharisees were traditionalists; the Sadducees were modernists; the
Essenes were separatists; and the Zealots were activists. They represented
the same primary types of religious factions that are common today.

But Jesus’ way was not any of those. To the Pharisees He said that
true spirituality is internal, not external. To the Sadducees He said that it is
God’s way, not man’s way. To the Essenes He said that it is a matter of the
heart, not the body. To the Zealots He said that it is a matter of worship,
not revolution. The central thrust of His message to every group and every
person, of whatever persuasion or inclination, was that the way of His
kingdom is first and above all a matter of the inside—the soul. That is the
central focus of the Sermon on the Mount. True religion in God’s kingdom
is not a question of ritual, of philosophy, of location, or of military might
—but of right attitude toward God and toward other people. The Lord
summed it up in the words “I say to you, that unless your righteousness
surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you shall not enter the
kingdom of heaven” (5:20).

The dominant message of the Sermon on the Mount is that one
must not find comfort merely in right theology, much less in contemporary



philosophy, geographical separation, or military and political activism.
Right theology is essential; so are being contemporary in the right way,
separating ourselves from worldliness, and taking stands on moral issues.
But those external things must flow from right internal life and attitudes if
they are to serve and please God. That has always been God’s way. He told
Samuel, “God sees not as man sees, for man looks at the outward
appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7). In Proverbs,
wisdom says, “Watch over your heart with all diligence, for from it flow
the springs of life” (4:23).

When the Pharisees with whom Jesus was having lunch were
bothered that He did not ceremonially wash His hands before eating, Jesus
said, “Now you Pharisees have the habit of cleaning the outside of your
cups and dishes, but inside you yourselves are full of greed and
wickedness. You fools! Did not the One who made the outside make the
inside too? But dedicate once for all your inner self, and at once you will
have everything clean” (Luke 11:39-41, Williams). That was His message
for every sect of Judaism.

THE IMPORTANCE

In light of the preceding truths we can see at least five reasons why
the Sermon on the Mount is important. First, it shows the absolute
necessity of the new birth. Its standards are much too high and demanding
to be met by human power. Only those who partake of God’s own nature
through Jesus Christ can fulfill such demands. The standards of the
Sermon on the Mount go far beyond those of Moses in the law, demanding
not only righteous actions but righteous attitudes—not just that men do
right but that they be right. No part of Scripture more clearly shows man’s
desperate situation without God.

Second, the sermon intends to drive the listener to Jesus Christ as
man’s only hope of meeting God’s standards. If man cannot live up to the
divine standard, he needs a supernatural power to enable him. The proper
response to the sermon leads to Christ.

Third, the sermon gives God’s pattern for happiness and for true
success. It reveals the standards, the objectives, and the motivations that,



with God’s help, will fulfill what God has designed man to be. Here we
find the way of joy, peace, and contentment.

Fourth, the sermon is perhaps the greatest scriptural resource for
witnessing, for reaching others for Christ. A Christian who personifies
these principles of Jesus will be a spiritual magnet, attracting others to the
Lord who empowers him to live as he does. The life obedient to the
principles of the Sermon on the Mount is the church’s greatest tool for
evangelism.

Fifth, the life obedient to the maxims of this proclamation is the
only life that 1s pleasing to God. That is the believer’s highest reason for
following Jesus’ teaching—it pleases God.

THE SETTING

And when He saw the multitudes, He went up on the mountain; and
after He sat down, His disciples came to Him. (5:1)

Jesus was always concerned for the multitudes, for whom He had
great compassion—whether they were “distressed and downcast” (Matt.
9:36), sick (14:14; cf. 4:23), hungry (15:32), or in any other need. Whether
the people were physically 1ll or healthy, emotionally stable or demon-
possessed, financially poor or rich, politically oppressed or powerful,
religiously insignificant or influential, intellectually ignorant or educated,
Jesus had compassion on them. Jesus attracted all strata of people because
He loved them all.

Everything Jesus said on this occasion was spoken publicly, to the
multitudes (cf. 7:28-29). His intention was to drive them to a recognition
of their sin, and thus to the need of a Savior, which He had come to be.
Until they believed in Him, the demands of the sermon could only show
them how terribly far they were from meeting God’s standards. This
masterful evangelistic sermon is designed to confront men with their
desperate condition of sinfulness.



THE PREACHER

It was Jesus who saw the multitudes,... went up on the
mountain; and ... sat down. God’s own Son delivered the sermon. The
greatest Preacher who ever lived preached the greatest sermon ever
preached. When He concluded, “the multitudes were amazed at His
teaching; for He was teaching them as one having authority, and not as
their scribes” (7:28-29). He quoted no sources, no ancient rabbis, no
revered tradition. What He spoke, He spoke on His own authority. That
was unheard of among the Jews, who always derived their authority from
recognized sources.

The Sermon on the Mount is the supreme model of good preaching,
a homiletical masterpiece. It beautifully and powerfully flows from the
introduction (5:3-12) to the first point (the citizens of the kingdom, 5:13-
16), to the second point (the righteousness of the kingdom, 5:17—7:12), to
the third point (the exhortation to enter the kingdom, 7:13-27), and to the
conclusion (the effect of the sermon on its hearers, 7:28-29). The
transitions from point to point are clear and unmistakable.

At the beginning of his ministry Ezekiel was told by the Lord, “I
will make your tongue stick to the roof of your mouth so that you will be
dumb, and cannot be a man who rebukes them, for they are a rebellious
house” (Ezek. 3:26). Much later the same prophet testified, “Now the hand
of the Lord had been upon me in the evening, before the refugees came.
And He opened my mouth at the time they came to me in the morning; so
my mouth was opened, and I was no longer speechless” (33:22). Like
Ezekiel, Jesus did not display His truth, His wisdom, and His power until
it was time in God’s sovereign will for Him to do so.

THE LOCATION

The sanctuary for the greatest sermon ever preached was the
mountain. As far as we know, this mountain—really a large hill—had no
name until Jesus preached there. Until then it had been but one of many
hills that slope up gently from the north shore of the Sea of Galilee. What



had been simply @ mountain among many other mountains now became
the mountain, sanctified and set apart by the presence of the Lord. For
many centuries the traditional site has been called the Mount of
Beatitudes.

THE STYLE

A rabbi commonly sat down when he taught. If he spoke while
standing or walking, what he said was considered to be informal and
unofficial. But when he sat down, what he said was authoritative and
official. Even today we speak of professors holding a “chair” in a
university, signifying the honored position from which they teach. When
the Roman Catholic pope gives an official pronouncement, he is said to
speak ex cathedra, which literally means to speak from his chair. When
Jesus sat down and delivered the Sermon on the Mount, He spoke from
His divine chair with absolute authority as the sovereign King.

As mentioned above, the multitudes were an important audience
for this evangelistic sermon. But the standards of spiritual life that Jesus
gave here could not apply to them or be followed by them unless they
belonged to Him.

That His disciples came to Him indicates they were also His
audience. In fact, the twelve were the only ones at that time who, to any
real extent, could know the blessedness of which the Lord spoke and
follow the perfect way of righteousness which He set forth. They were the
only ones who had partaken of the inner divine power and presence that
are absolutely necessary for obeying God’s perfect will. So the sermon not
only showed the multitude the standard of God’s righteousness that they
could not keep, but it also showed the disciples the possible standard they
could now keep because of His coming and their faith in Him.

An archbishop of the Church of England once remarked that it
would be impossible to conduct the affairs of Britain on the basis of the
Sermon on the Mount, because the nation was not loyal to the King. The
sermon of the King can be understood and followed only by faithful
subjects of the King.



The famous historian Will Durant said that in any given generation
only a handful of people make an impression on the world that lasts more
than a few years. The person who stands out above all others, he said, is
Jesus Christ. Jesus undoubtedly has had the most powerful and permanent
influence on the thought of mankind. But, the historian went on to say, His
teachings have not had a corresponding effect on man’s actions.

Trying to apply Jesus’ teachings without receiving Him as Lord
and Savior is futile. Those, for example, who promote the social gospel,
endeavoring to institute Jesus’ teachings apart from His saving and
regenerating work, prove only that His principles cannot work for those
who do not have a transformed nature and God’s indwelling power. One
cannot behave like Christ until one becomes like Christ. Those who do not
love the King cannot live like the King.

THE CONTENT

And opening His mouth He began to teach them, saying, (5:2)

Matthew’s speaking of Jesus’ opening His mouth as He began to
teach them was not a superfluous statement of the obvious, but was a
common colloquialism used to introduce a message that was especially
solemn and important. It was also used to indicate intimate, heartfelt
testimony or sharing. Jesus’ sermon was both authoritative and intimate; it
was of the utmost importance and was delivered with the utmost concern.

In this sermon our Lord establishes a standard of living counter to
everything the world practices and holds dear. To live by the standards He
gives here is to live a life of blessed happiness. Here is an utterly new
approach to living, one that results in joy instead of despair, in peace
instead of conflict—a peace that the world does not understand and cannot
have (John 14:27; Phil. 4:7). It is a blessedness not produced by the world
or by circumstances, and it cannot be taken away by the world or by
circumstances. It is not produced externally and cannot be destroyed
externally.



Because of its seemingly impossible demands, many evangelicals
maintain that the Sermon on the Mount pertains only to the kingdom age,
the Millennium. Otherwise, they argue, how could Jesus command us to be
perfect, just as our “heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48)? For several
reasons, however, that interpretation cannot be correct. First of all, the text
does not indicate or imply that these teachings are for another age. Second,
Jesus demanded them of people who were not living in the Millennium.
Third, many of the teachings themselves become meaningless if they are
applied to the Millennium. For example, there will be no persecution of
believers (see 5:10-12, 44) during the kingdom age. Fourth, every
principle taught in the Sermon on the Mount is also taught elsewhere in
the New Testament in contexts that clearly apply to believers of our
present age. Fifth, there are many New Testament passages that command
equally impossible standards, which unglorified human strength cannot
continually achieve (see Rom. 13:14; 2 Cor. 7:1; Phil. 1:9-10; Col. 3:1-2;
Heb. 12:14; 1 Pet. 1:15-16).

The teachings of the Sermon on the Mount are for believers today,
marking the distinctive life-style that should characterize the direction, if
not the perfection, of the lives of Christians of every age. Unfortunately,
those standards do not always characterize Christians. The world’s
standards and objectives too often have engulfed believers and conformed
them to its own image, squeezed them into its own mold (see Rom. 12:2,
Phillips).

Jesus’ new way of living comes from a new way of thinking, and
the new way of thinking comes from new life. Here are God’s standards
for those created in His own image and recreated into the image of His
own dear Son (Rom. 8:29; 1 Cor. 15:49; 2 Cor. 3:18). Those who do not
follow them as a general direction of life have an unacceptable
righteousness (Matt. 5:20).

Who knows more about a product than the manufacturer? When
you buy a new power tool or appliance the first sensible thing to do is read
the owner’s manual. The manufacturer prints those manuals to explain
what the item is designed to do and not do, how it is to be cared for, what
its limitations are, and so on. God has made every human being, yet few
turn to their Maker to find meaning, purpose, and fulfillment in their lives,
to learn how they are to live and how they are to take care of themselves—
how they can function properly and happily as they were designed to do.



As the Sermon on the Mount itself makes clear, internal changes
also bring external changes. When our attitudes and thinking are right, our
actions will fall in line. If our inner life does not make our outer life
better, our inner life is deficient or nonexistent. “Faith without works is
useless “James says (James 2:20). Paul tells us that we are “created in
Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we
should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10).

But the true outside life can only be produced from a true inside
life. David Martyn Lloyd-Jones compares the Christian life to playing
music. A person may play Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata accurately and
without a single mistake—yet not really play what the composer had in
mind. Even though the notes are played correctly, they do not produce the
sonata. The pianist may mechanically strike the right notes at the right
time, yet miss the essence, the soul, of the composition. He may not at all
express what Beethoven meant to be expressed. The true artist must play
the right notes at the right time. He is not exempt from the rules and
principles of music. But accurate playing is not what makes him a great
musician. It 1s his expression of what lies behind the notes that enthralls
his listeners. In the same way, faithful Christians are concerned about the
letter of God’s Word; but beyond that they are also concerned about the
spirit, the deeper will and purpose that lie behind the letter. That concern
reveals an obedient heart filled with the desire to glorify the Lord.

To claim to follow the spirit without obeying the letter is to be a
liar. To follow the letter without following the spirit is to be a hypocrite.
To follow the spirit in the right attitude and the letter in the right action is
to be a faithful child of God and a loyal subject of the King.



Happy Are the
Humble (5:3)

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. (5:3)

THE BEATITUDES

The series of conditional blessings promised in Matthew 5:3-12
have long been called the Beatitudes, a name derived from Latin and
referring to a state of happiness or bliss. Jesus presents the possibility of
people being genuinely happy, and that available happiness is the opening
theme of the Sermon on the Mount. Many people, including some
Christians, find that hard to believe. How could a message as demanding
and impossible as the Sermon on the Mount be intended to make people
happy? Yet the first and greatest sermon preached by Jesus Christ begins
with the resounding and repeated theme of happiness, a fitting start for the
New Testament’s “good news.”

Far from being the cosmic killjoy that many accuse Him of being,
God desires to save men from their tragic lostness, to give them power to
obey His will, and to make them happy. In this great sermon, His Son
carefully and clearly sets forth the way of blessedness for those who come
to Him.

Makarios (blessed) means happy, fortunate, blissful. Homer used
the word to describe a wealthy man, and Plato used it of one who is
successful in business. Both Homer and Hesiod spoke of the Greek gods as
being happy (makarios) within themselves, because they were unaffected
by the world of men—who were subject to poverty, disease, weakness,



misfortune, and death. The fullest meaning of the term, therefore, had to
do with an inward contentedness that is not affected by circumstances.
That is the kind of happiness God desires for His children, a state of joy
and well-being that does not depend on physical, temporary circumstances
(cf. Phil. 4:11-13).

The word blessed is often used of God Himself, as when David
ended one of his psalms with the declaration “Blessed be God!” (Ps.
68:35). His son Solomon sang, “Blessed be the Lord God, the God of
Israel, who alone works wonders” (Ps. 72:18). Paul spoke of “the glorious
gospel of the blessed God” (1 Tim. 1:11) and of Jesus Christ “who is the
blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords” (6:15).
Blessedness is a characteristic of God, and it can be a characteristic of
men only as they share in the nature of God. There is no blessedness, no
perfect contentedness and joy of the sort of which Jesus speaks here,
except that which comes from a personal relationship to Him, through
whose “magnificent promises” we “become partakers of the divine nature”
(2 Pet. 1:4).

Because blessedness is fundamentally an element of the character
of God, when men partake of His nature through Jesus Christ they partake
of His blessedness. So it becomes clear at the very beginning of the
Sermon on the Mount that Jesus is speaking of a reality that is only for
believers. Others can see the kingdom standards and get a glimpse of
kingdom blessings, but only those who belong to the kingdom have the
promise of personally receiving and experiencing the blessings. To be
blessed is not a superficial feeling of well-being based on circumstance,
but a deep supernatural experience of contentedness based on the fact that
one’s life 1s right with God. Blessedness is based on objective reality,
realized in the miracle of transformation to a new and divine nature.

The Beatitudes seem paradoxical. The conditions and their
corresponding blessings do not seem to match. By normal human
standards such things as humility, mourning, desire for righteousness,
mercy, and persecution are not the stuff of which happiness is made. To the
natural man, and to the immature or carnal Christian, such happiness
sounds like misery with another name. As one commentator has observed,
it 1s much as if Jesus went into the great display window of life and
changed all the price tags.



In a way, happiness is misery with another name; Jesus #has
changed the price tags. He teaches that misery endured for the right
purpose and in the right way is the key to happiness. That basic principle
summarizes the Beatitudes. The world says, “Happy are the rich, the
noble, the successful, the macho, the glamorous, the popular, the famous,
the aggressive.” But the message from the King does not fit the world’s
standards, because His kingdom is not of this world but of heaven. His
way to happiness, which is the only way to true happiness, is by a much
different route.

Seneca, the first-century Roman philosopher who tutored Nero,
wisely wrote, “What is more shameful than to equate the rational soul’s
good with that which is irrational?” His point was that you cannot satisty a
rational, personal need with an irrational, impersonal object. External
things cannot satisfy internal needs.

Yet that is exactly the philosophy of the world: things satisfy.
Acquiring things brings happiness, achieving things brings meaning, doing
things brings satisfaction.

Solomon, the wisest and most magnificent of ancient kings, tried
the world’s way to happiness for many years. He had the royal blood of his
father, David, coursing through his veins. He had vast amounts of gold and
jewels and “made silver as common as stones in Jerusalem” (1 Kings
10:27). He had fleets of ships and stables filled with thousands of the
finest horses. He had hundreds of wives, gathered from the most beautiful
women of many lands. He ate the most sumptuous of foods on the finest of
tableware in the most elegant of palaces with the most distinguished
people. He was acclaimed throughout the world for his wisdom, power,
and wealth. Solomon should have been immeasurably happy. Yet that king,
so great and blessed by earthly standards, concluded that his life was
purposeless and empty. The theme of Ecclesiastes, Solomon’s personal
testimony on the human situation, is “Vanity of vanities! All is vanity.
What advantage does man have in all his work which he does under the
sun?” (1:2-3).

Jesus came to announce that the tree of happiness cannot grow in a
cursed earth. Earthly things cannot bring even lasting earthly happiness,
much less eternal happiness. “Beware, and be on your guard against every
form of greed,” Jesus warned; “for not even when one has an abundance



does his life consist of his possessions” (Luke 12:15). Physical things
simply cannot touch the soul, the inner person.

It should be pointed out that the opposite is also true: spiritual
things cannot satisfy physical needs. When someone is hungry he needs
food, not a lecture on grace. When he is hurt he needs medical attention,
not moral advice. True spiritual concern for such people will express itself
first of all in providing for their physical needs. “Whoever has the world’s
goods, and beholds his brother in need and closes his heart against him,
how does the love of God abide in him?” (1 John 3:17).

But the more common danger is trying to meet almost every need
with physical things. That philosophy is as futile as it is unscriptural.
When King Saul was distressed, his jewels and his army could give him no
help. When King Belshazzar was having a great feast with his nobles,
wives, and concubines, he suddenly saw a hand writing on the wall,
“MENE, MENE, TEKEL, UPHARSIN.” He was so terrified that his “face
grew pale, and his thoughts alarmed him; and his hip joints went slack,
and his knees began knocking together.” His military power, his influential
allies, and his great possessions could give him no solace (Dan. 5:3-6, 25).

The great Puritan saint Thomas Watson wrote, “The things of the
world will no more keep out trouble of spirit, than a paper sconce will
keep out a bullet.... Worldly delights are winged. They may be compared
to a flock of birds in the garden, that stay a little while, but when you
come near to them they take their flight and are gone. So ‘riches make
themselves wings; they fly away as an eagle toward heaven’” (The
Beatitudes [Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1971], p. 27). The writer of
Proverbs said, “Do not weary yourself to gain wealth, cease from your
consideration of it. When you set your eyes on it, it is gone” (Prov. 23:4-
5).

Tragically, many preachers, teachers, and writers today “who must
be silenced” (Titus 1:11) are passing off worldly philosophy in the name
of Christianity—claiming that faithfulness to Christ guarantees health,
wealth, success, prestige, and prosperity. But Jesus taught no such thing.
What He taught was nearer the opposite. He warned that physical, worldly
advantages most often limit true happiness. The things of the world
become fuel for pride, lust, and self-satisfaction—the enemies not only of
righteousness but of happiness. “The worry of the world, and the



deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful,” Jesus
said (Matt. 13:22).

To expect happiness from the things of this world is like seeking
the living among the dead, just as the women sought Christ at the garden
tomb on that first Easter morning. The angels told the women, “He is not
here, but He has risen” (Luke 24:6). Paul said, “If then you have been
raised up with Christ, keep seeking the things above, where Christ is,
seated at the right hand of God. Set your mind on the things above, not on
the things that are on earth” (Col. 3:1-2). John said, “Do not love the
world, nor the things in the world.... And the world is passing away, and
also its lusts; but the one who does the will of God abides forever” (1 John
2:15,17).

True blessedness is on a higher level than anything in the world,
and it is to that level that the Sermon on the Mount takes us. Here is a
completely new way of life, based on a completely new way of thinking. It
is in fact based on a new way of being. The standard of righteousness, and
therefore the standard of happiness, is the standard of selflessness—a
standard that 1s completely opposite to man’s fallen impulses and
unregenerate nature.

It is impossible to follow Jesus’ new way of living without having
His new life within. As someone has suggested, one might as well try in
our own day to fulfill Isaiah’s prophecy that in the Millennium the wolf,
lamb, leopard, kid, lion, and cow will live together peaceably (Isa. 11:6-7).
If we were to go to a zoo and lecture a lion on the new peaceable way he
was expected to live, and then placed a lamb in the cage with him, we
know exactly what would happen as soon as the lion became hungry. The
lion will not lie down peaceably with the lamb until the day when the
lion’s nature 1s changed.

It 1s 1important to remember that the Beatitudes are
pronouncements, not probabilities. Jesus does not say that if men have the
qualities of humility, meekness, and so on that they are more likely to be
happy. Nor is happiness simply Jesus’ wish for His disciples. The
Beatitudes are divine judgmental pronouncements, just as surely as are the
“woes” of chapter 23. Makarios is, in fact, the opposite of ouai (woe), an
interjection that connotes pain or calamity. The opposite of the blessed life
is the cursed life. The blessed life is represented by the true inner
righteousness of those who are humble, poor in spirit, whereas the cursed



life is represented by the outward, hypocritical self-righteousness of the
proud religionists (5:20).

The Beatitudes are progressive. As will be seen as each one is
discussed in detail, they are not in a random or haphazard order. Each
leads to the other in logical succession. Being poor in spirit reflects the
right attitude we should have to our sinful condition, which then should
lead us to mourn, to be meek and gentle, to hunger and thirst for
righteousness, to be merciful, pure in heart, and have a peacemaking spirit.
A Christian who has all those qualities will be so far above the level of the
world that his life will rebuke the world—which will bring persecution
from the world (5:10-12) and light to the world (vv. 14-16).

THE POOR IN SPIRIT

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. (5:3)

Discussion of this first beatitude demands that it be looked at from
five perspectives: the meaning of poor in spirit, the location of this virtue
in the list, the way to achieve that attitude, how to know if we have that
attitude, and the result promised for having it.

THE MEANING OF POOR IN SPIRIT

Ptochos (poor) is from a verb meaning “to shrink, cower, or
cringe,” as beggars often did in that day. Classical Greek used the word to
refer to a person reduced to total destitution, who crouched in a corner
begging. As he held out one hand for alms he often hid his face with the
other hand, because he was ashamed of being recognized. The term did not
mean simply poor, but begging poor. It is used in Luke 16:20 to describe
the beggar Lazarus.



The word commonly used for ordinary poverty was penichros, and
is used of the widow Jesus saw giving an offering in the Temple. She had
very little, but she did have “two small copper coins” (Luke 21:2). She was
poor but not a beggar. One who is penichros poor has at least some meager
resources. One who is ptdchos poor, however, is completely dependent on
others for sustenance. He has absolutely no means of self-support.

Because of a similar statement in Luke 6:20—*“Blessed are you
who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God”—some interpreters have
maintained that the beatitude of Matthew 5:3 teaches material poverty. But
sound hermeneutics (the interpretation of Scripture) requires that, when
two or more passages are similar but not exactly alike, the clearer one
explains the others, the more explicit clarifies the less explicit. By
comparing Scripture with Scripture we see that the Matthew account is the
more explicit. Jesus is speaking of a spiritual poverty that corresponds to
the material poverty of one who is ptochos.

If Jesus were here advocating material poverty He would have
contradicted many other parts of His Word—including the Sermon on the
Mount itself (5:42)—that teach us to give financial help to the poor. If
Jesus was teaching the innate blessedness of material poverty, then the
task of Christians would be to help make everyone, including themselves,
penniless. Jesus did not teach that material poverty is the path to spiritual
prosperity.

Those who are materially poor do have some advantages in
spiritual matters by not having certain distractions and temptations; and
the materially rich have some disadvantage by having certain distractions
and temptations. But material possessions have no necessary relationship
to spiritual blessings. Matthew makes clear that Jesus is here talking about
the condition of the spirit, not of the wallet.

After He began His public ministry, Jesus often had “nowhere to
lay His head” (Matt. 8:20), but He and His disciples were not destitute and
never begged for bread. Paul was beaten, imprisoned, shipwrecked, stoned,
and often economically hard pressed; but neither did he ever beg for bread.
It was, in fact, a badge of honor for him that he worked in order to pay his
own expenses in the ministry (Acts 20:34; 1 Cor. 9:6-18). The Lord and the
apostles were accused of being ignorant, troublemakers, irreligious, and
even mad; but they were never charged with being indigent or beggars.



On the other hand, no New Testament believer 1s condemned for
being rich. Nicodemus, the Roman centurion of Luke 7, Joseph of
Arimathea, and Philemon were all wealthy and faithful. That “not many
mighty, not many noble” are called (1 Cor. 1:26) is not because they are
rejected due to their positions or possessions but because so many of them
trust only in those things (1 Tim. 6:6-17).

To be poor is spirit is to recognize one’s spiritual poverty apart
from God. It is to see oneself as one really is: lost, hopeless, helpless.
Apart from Jesus Christ every person is spiritually destitute, no matter
what his education, wealth, social status, accomplishments, or religious
knowledge.

That 1s the point of the first beatitude. The poor in spirit are those
who recognize their total spiritual destitution and their complete
dependence on God. They perceive that there are no saving resources in
themselves and that they can only beg for mercy and grace. They know
they have no spiritual merit, and they know they can earn no spiritual
reward. Their pride is gone, their self-assurance is gone, and they stand
empty-handed before God.

In spirit also conveys the sense that the recognition of poverty is
genuine, not an act. It does not refer to outwardly acting like a spiritual
beggar, but to recognizing what one really is. It is true humility, not mock
humility. It describes the person about whom the Lord speaks in Isaiah
66:2—“To this one I will look, to him who is humble and contrite of spirit,
and who trembles at My word.” It describes the person who is
“brokenhearted” and ‘“crushed in spirit” (Ps. 34:18), who has “a broken
and a contrite heart” before the Lord (Ps. 51:17).

Jesus told the parable of the Pharisee and the tax-gatherer to
“certain ones who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and
viewed others with contempt.” As the Pharisee stood praying in the
Temple, he proudly recited his virtues and gave thanks that he was not like
those who are sinful, especially the tax-gatherer who was nearby. The tax-
gatherer, however, “was even unwilling to lift up his eyes to heaven, but
was beating his breast, saying, ‘God be merciful to me, the sinner!”” The
tax-gatherer, Jesus said, “went down to his house justified rather than the
other; for everyone who exalts himself shall be humbled, but he who
humbles himself shall be exalted” (Luke 18:9-14). The Pharisee was proud
in spirit; the tax-gatherer was poor in spirit.



When God called Moses to lead Israel out of Egypt, Moses pleaded
his unworthiness, and God was able to use him mightily. Peter was still
aggressive, self-assertive, and proud, but when Jesus miraculously
provided the great catch of fish, Peter was so overawed that he confessed,
“Depart from me, for [ am a sinful man, O Lord!” (Luke 5:8). Even after
he became an apostle, Paul recognized that “nothing good dwells in me,
that is, in my flesh” (Rom. 7:18), that he was the chief of sinners (1 Tim.
1:15), and that the best things he could do in himself were rubbish (Phil.
3:8).

In his Confessions Augustine makes clear that pride was his
greatest barrier to receiving the gospel. He was proud of his intellect, his
wealth, and his prestige. Until he recognized that those things were less
than nothing, Christ could do nothing for him. Until Martin Luther
realized that all his sacrifice, rituals, and self-abuse counted for nothing
before God, he could find no way to come to God or to please Him.

Even at Sinai, when the law was given, it was evident that God’s
own chosen people could not fulfill its demands on their own. As Moses
was receiving the law on the mountain, Aaron was leading the people in a
pagan orgy in the valley below (Ex. 32:1-6).

Israelites who were spiritually sensitive knew they needed God’s
power to keep God’s law. In humility they confessed their helplessness and
pleaded for His mercy and strength. David began his great penitential
psalm with the plea “Be gracious to me, O God, according to Thy
lovingkindness; according to the greatness of Thy compassion blot out my
transgressions.... For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before
me” (Ps. 51:1, 3).

Other Israelites, however, took another approach to the law.
Knowing they could not fulfill its demands, they simply brought the law
down to a level that was more manageable and acceptable. They piled
interpretation upon interpretation, creating man-made traditions that were
possible to keep in the flesh. Those traditions came to be known as the
Talmud, a commentary on the law that leading rabbis developed over
many centuries and that eventually superseded the law in the minds of
most Jews. They exchanged the Torah (God’s revealed law) for the Talmud
(man’s modification of the law). In the name of interpreting and protecting
the law they contradicted and weakened it. They brought God’s standards
down to men’s standards—which they could keep without God’s help.



They then taught as doctrine those precepts of men (Matt. 15:9). They
made the fatal error of thinking that God was less holy than He is and that
they were more holy than they were. The result was the illusion that they
were sufficiently righteous to please God.

Traditions have to do with what we can see and measure. They
involve only the outer man, whereas God’s law involved the whole man.
The Ten Commandments cannot be fulfilled simply by doing or not doing
outward acts. They not only forbid making idols but also require love of
God (Ex. 20:4,6). Honoring father and mother is first of all an attitude, a
matter of the heart, as is covetousness (vv. 12,17).

Every thoughtful Jew knew that God’s law was far above his own
human power to obey. The proud and self-satisfied responded by diluting
the law. The humble and penitent responded by calling to God for help.

If God’s Old Testament standards are impossible for man to meet
by himself, how much less attainable by one’s own power are the standards
of the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus here teaches not only that people must
love God but that they “are to be perfect, as [their] heavenly Father is
perfect” (5:48), and that unless their righteousness exceeds the external,
man-originated “righteousness ... of the scribes and Pharisees, [they] shall
not enter the kingdom of heaven” (5:20).

WHY HUMILITY IS FIRST

Jesus puts this beatitude first because humility is the foundation of
all other graces, a basic element in becoming a Christian (Matt. 18:3-4).
Pride has no part in Christ’s kingdom, and until a person surrenders pride
he cannot enter the kingdom. The door into His kingdom is low, and no
one who stands tall will ever go through it. We cannot be filled until we
are empty; we cannot be made worthy until we recognize our
unworthiness; we cannot live until we admit we are dead. We might as
well expect fruit to grow without a tree as to expect the other graces of the
Christian life to grow without humility. We cannot begin the Christian life
without humility, and we cannot live the Christian life with pride.

Yet in the church today there is little emphasis on humility, little
mention of self-emptying. We see many Christian books on how to be
happy, how to be successful, how to overcome problems, and on and on.



But we see very few books on how to empty ourselves, how to deny
ourselves, and how to take up our crosses and follow Jesus—in the way
that He tells us to follow Him.

Until a soul is humbled, until the inner person is poor in spirit,
Christ can never become dear, because He is obscured by self. Until one
knows how helpless, worthless, and sinful he is in himself, he can never
see how mighty, worthy, and glorious Christ is in Himself. Until one sees
how doomed he is, he cannot see what a Redeemer the Lord is. Until one
sees his own poverty he cannot see God’s riches. Only when one admits to
his own deadness can Christ give him His life. “Everyone who is proud in
heart 1s an abomination to the Lord” (Prov. 16:5).

Being poor in spirit is the first beatitude because humility must
precede everything else. No one can receive the kingdom until he
recognizes that he is unworthy of the kingdom. The church in Laodicea
said proudly, “I am rich, and have become wealthy, and have need of
nothing,” not knowing that she was instead “wretched and miserable and
poor and blind and naked” (Rev. 3:17). Those who refuse to recognize that
they are lost and helpless are like the blind Roman slave girl who insisted
that she was not blind but that the world was permanently dark.

Where self 1s exalted, Christ cannot be. Where self is king, Christ
cannot be. Until the proud in spirit become poor in spirit, they cannot
receive the King or inherit His kingdom.

ACHIEVING HUMILITY

How, then, do we become poor in spirit? Almost by definition, it
cannot start with us, with anything we can do or accomplish in our own
power. Nor does it involve putting ourselves down. We are already down,;
humility simply recognizes the truth. And simply being hopeless, helpless,
and in need obviously is no virtue. That is not God’s will for anyone. His
will is to get us out of that condition and into blessing. The fulfillment of
that goal depends on His sovereign, gracious work of humbling.

Humility is not a necessary human work to make us worthy, but a
necessary divine work to make us see that we are unworthy and cannot
change our condition without God. That is why monasticism, asceticism,



physical self-denial, mutilation, and other such self-efforts are so foolish
and futile. They feed pride rather than subdue it, because they are works of
the flesh. They give a person a reason to boast in what he has done or not
done. Such self-imposed efforts are enemies of humility.

Yet even though genuine humility is produced by the Lord as an
element of the work of salvation, it is also commanded of men. There are
numerous divine commands to humble oneself (Matt. 18:4; 23:12; James
4:10; 1 Pet. 5:5), which the Lord perfectly harmonizes with His sovereign
work of humbling. Sovereign saving work is never without personal
cooperation. Because of that it is helpful to look at some of the steps from
the human side of the divine paradox.

The first step in experiencing humility is to turn our eyes off
ourselves and to look to God. When we study His Word, seek His face in
prayer, and sincerely desire to be near Him and please Him, we move
toward being poor in spirit. It is the vision of the infinitely Holy God in
all His sinless purity and perfection that allows us to see ourselves as
sinners by contrast. To seek humility, we do not look at ourselves to find
the faults, but at God Almighty to behold His perfection.

Second, we must starve the flesh by removing the things on which
it feeds. The essence of the fleshly nature is pride, and to starve the flesh
is to remove and avoid those things that promote pride. Rather than
looking for praise, compliments, and popularity, we should we be wary of
them. Yet because our human sinfulness has a way of turning even the best
intentions to its advantage, we need to be careful not to make an issue of
avoiding praise and recognition. The evil is not in being given praise but
in seeking it and glorying in it. When, without having sought it, we are
praised or honored, to ungraciously reject the recognition may be an act of
pride rather than of humility.

The third and balancing principle in coming to humility is asking
God for it. With David we should pray, “Create in me a clean heart, O God,
and renew a steadfast spirit within me” (Ps. 51:10). Humility, like every
other good gift, comes only from God. Also as with every other good
thing, He 1s more willing to give it than we are to ask for it, and He stands
ready to give it long before we ask for it.

KNOWING WHEN WE ARE HUMBLE



How can we know if we are genuinely humble, if we are poor in
spirit? Thomas Watson gives seven principles we may apply in
determining humility. *

First, if we are humble we will be weaned from ourselves. We will
be able to say with David, “My soul is like a weaned child within me” (Ps.
131:2). One who is poor in spirit loses his self-preoccupation. Self is
nothing, and Christ is everything. Paul’s humility 1s nowhere more
beautifully expressed than in his saying, “I have been crucified with
Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life
which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved
me, and delivered Himself up for me” (Gal. 2:20). To the Philippian
believers he wrote, “For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Phil.
1:21).

Second, humility will lead us to be lost in the wonder of Christ,
“with unveiled face beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, ...
being transformed into the same image from glory to glory” (2 Cor. 3:18).
Our satisfaction will be in the prospect of one day being fully in the
likeness of our Lord.

Third, we will not complain about our situation, no matter how bad
it may become. Because we know we deserve worse than anything we can
experience in this life, we will consider no circumstance to be unfair.
When tragedy comes we will not say, “Why me, Lord?” When our
suffering is for Christ’s sake we not only will not complain or feel
ashamed but will glorify God for it (1 Pet. 4:16), knowing that we will
“also be glorified with Him” and realizing “that the sufferings of this
present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be
revealed to us” (Rom. 8:17-18).

Fourth, we will more clearly see the strengths and virtues of others
as well as our own weaknesses and sins. With “humility of mind” we will
“regard one another as more important than [ourselves]” (Phil. 2:3) and
will “give preference to one another in honor” (Rom. 12:10).

Fifth, we will spend much time in prayer. Just as the physical
beggar begs for physical sustenance, the spiritual beggar begs for spiritual.
We will knock often at heaven’s gate because we are always in need. Like
Jacob wrestling with the angel, we will not let go until we are blessed.



Sixth, we will take Christ on His terms, not on ours or any other.
We will not try to have Christ while keeping our pride, our pleasures, our
covetousness, or our immorality. We will not modify His standards by
ecclesiastical traditions or by our own inclinations or persuasions. His
Word alone will be our standard.

Watson said, “A castle that has long been besieged and is ready to
be taken will deliver up on any terms to save their lives. He whose heart
has been a garrison for the devil, and has held out long in opposition
against Christ, when once God has brought him to poverty of spirit and he
sees himself damned without Christ, let God propound what articles he
will, he will readily subscribe to them. Lord, what wilt Thou have me to
do?”” (p. 47).

Seventh, when we are poor in spirit we will praise and thank God
for His grace. Nothing more characterizes the humble believer than
abounding gratitude to his Lord and Savior. He knows that he has no
blessings and no happiness but that which the Father gives in love and
grace. He knows that God’s grace is “more than abundant, with the faith
and love which are found in Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 1:14).

THE RESULT OF BEING POOR IN SPIRIT

Those who come to the King in this humility inherit His kingdom,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. God has gladly chosen to give the
kingdom to those who humbly come to Him and trust Him (Luke 12:32).

When the Lord called Gideon to deliver Israel from the Midianites,
Gideon replied, “O Lord, how shall I deliver Israel? Behold, my family is
the least in Manasseh, and 1 am the youngest in my father’s house”—to
which God answered, “Surely I will be with you, and you shall defeat
Midian as one man” (Judg. 6:15-16). When Isaiah “saw the Lord sitting on
a throne, lofty and exalted,” he cried in despair, “Woe is me, for I am
ruined! Because I am a man of unclean lips.” Then an attending seraph
touched the prophet’s mouth with a burning coal and said, “Behold, this
has touched your lips; and your iniquity is taken away, and your sin is
forgiven” (Isa. 6:1, 5-7).



Those who come to the Lord with broken hearts do not leave with
broken hearts. “For thus says the high and exalted One who lives forever,
whose name is Holy, ‘I dwell on a high and holy place, and also with the
contrite and lowly of spirit in order to revive the spirit of the lowly and to
revive the heart of the contrite’ (Isa. 57:15). God wants us to recognize
our poverty so that He can make us rich. He wants us to recognize our
lowliness so that He can raise us up. “Humble yourselves in the presence
of the Lord,” James says, “and He will exalt you” (James 4:10).

In giving up their own kingdom, the poor in spirit inherit God’s.

*(The Beatitudes [Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1971], pp. 45-48).



Happy Are the
Sad (s:4)

Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. (5.4)

In Psalm 55 David cries out, “Oh, that I had wings like a dove! 1
would fly away and be at rest. Behold, I would wander far away, I would
lodge in the wilderness. I would hasten to my place of refuge from the
stormy wind and tempest” (vv. 6-8).

Such a cry comes from the lips of almost everyone at some time or
another. David echoes the cry of humanity—a cry for release, a cry for
freedom, a cry for escape from things that weigh heavy on us. When we
face great sorrow, disappointment, tragedy, or failure, we wish that we
could escape the trouble like we escape a thunderstorm by running inside.
But comfort from the troubles of life is much harder to find than shelter
from rain. The deeper the sorrow, the harder the pressure, the worse the
despair, the more elusive comfort seems to be.

As pointed out in the previous chapter, all of the Beatitudes are
paradoxical, because what they promise for what they demand seems
incongruous and upside down in the eyes of the natural man. The paradox
of the second beatitude is obvious. What could be more self-contradictory
than the idea that the sad are happy, that the path to happiness is sadness,
that the way to rejoicing is in mourning?

In the routine of ordinary, day-by-day living, the idea seems
absurd. The whole structure of most human living—whether by the
primitive or sophisticated, the wealthy or the poor, the educated or the
uneducated—is based on the seemingly incontrovertible principle that the
way to happiness is having things go your own way. Pleasure brings
happiness, money brings happiness, entertainment brings happiness, fame
and praise bring happiness, self-expression brings happiness. On the



negative side, avoiding pain, trouble, disappointment, frustration,
hardships, and other problems brings happiness. Sidestepping those things
is necessary before the other things can bring full happiness. Throughout
history a basic axiom of the world has been that favorable things bring
happiness, whereas unfavorable things bring unhappiness. The principle
seems so self-evident that most people would not bother to debate it.

But Jesus said, “Happy are the sad.” He even went so far as to say,
“Woe to you who laugh now, for you shall mourn and weep” (Luke 6:25)—
the converse beatitude of Matthew 5:4. Jesus turned the world’s principles
exactly upside down. He reversed the path to happiness.

To discover what Jesus meant, and did not mean, in this beatitude
we will look at the meaning of mourning as it is used here, the result of
mourning, the way to mourn as Jesus teaches, and the way to know if we
are truly mourning.

THE MEANING OF M OURNING

Certain kinds of sorrow are common to all mankind, experienced
by believer and unbeliever alike. Some of these sorrows are normal and
legitimate, sorrows which concern the Lord and for which He knows our
need. Others are abnormal and illegitimate, brought about solely because
of sinful passions and objectives.

IMPROPER MOURNING

Improper mourning is the sorrow of those who are frustrated in
fulfilling evil plans and lusts, or who have misguided loyalties and
affection. To those who mourn in that way the Lord offers no help or
solace.

David’s son “Amnon was so frustrated because of his sister Tamar
that he made himself ill, for she was a virgin, and it seemed hard to
Amnon to do anything to her” (2 Sam. 13:2). Amnon’s grief was caused by
incestuous, unfulfilled lust.



Others carry legitimate sorrow to illegitimate extremes. When a
person grieves so hard and so long over the loss of a loved one that he
cannot function normally, his grief becomes sinful and destructive. Such
depressing sorrow is usually related to guilt, essentially selfish, and, for a
Christian, i1s a mark of unfaithfulness and lack of trust in God.

David grieved that way, in part to try to atone for his guilt. When
the rebellious Absalom, another of David’s sons, was killed, his father
went into inconsolable mourning (2 Sam. 18:33—19:4). Joab finally
rebuked the king, saying, “Today you have covered with shame the faces
of all your servants, who today have saved your life and the lives of your
sons and daughters, the lives of your wives, and the lives of your
concubines, by loving those who hate you, and by hating those who love
you. For you have shown today that princes and servants are nothing to
you; for I know this day that if Absalom were alive and all of us were dead
today, then you would be pleased” (19:5-6). The wickedly ambitious
Absalom had raised a rebel army, driven the king—his own father—out of
Jerusalem, and taken over the palace.

David’s love for his son was understandable, but his judgment had
been perverted. Probably because of his great feeling of guilt for having
been such a poor father, and because he knew that Absalom’s tragedy was
part of the judgment God sent because of David’s adulterous and
murderous affair with Bathsheba, the king’s mourning over Absalom was
abnormal. The judgment that came on Absalom was entirely deserved.

PROPER MOURNING

There are also, of course, other kinds of sorrow, legitimate sorrows
that are common to all mankind and for which reasonable mourning is
appropriate. To express these sorrows and to cry over them opens an
escape valve that keeps our feelings from festering and poisoning our
emotions and our whole life. It provides the way for healing, just as
washing out a wound helps prevent infection.

An Arab proverb says, “All sunshine makes a desert.” The trouble-
free life is likely to be a shallow life. We often learn more and mature
more from times of sorrow than from times when everything is going well.
A familiar poem by Robert Browning Hamilton expresses the truth:



I walked a mile with Pleasure,
She chattered all the way,
But left me none the wiser
For all she had to say.
I walked a mile with Sorrow,
And ne’er a word said she,
But, oh, the things I learned from her
When Sorrow walked with me.

(Cited in William Barclay, The Gospel of Matthew [rev. ed.;
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1975], 1:94)

Sarah’s death caused Abraham to mourn (Gen. 23:2). But the
“father of the faithful” did not weep from lack of faith but for the loss his
beloved wife, which he had every right to do.

Loneliness for God, from whom he felt separated for a time, caused
the psalmist to declare, “As the deer pants for the water brooks, so my soul
pants for Thee, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God; when
shall I come and appear before God? My tears have been my food day and
night, while they say to me all day long, “Where is your God?’” (Ps. 42:1-
3).

Defeat and discouragement caused Timothy to mourn, leading
Paul, his spiritual father, to write, “I thank God, whom I serve with a clear
conscience the way my forefathers did, as I constantly remember you in
my prayers night and day, longing to see you, even as I recall your tears, so
that [ may be filled with joy” (2 Tim. 1:3-4).

Anguished concern about the sins of Israel and God’s coming
judgment on His people caused Jeremiah to mourn. “Oh, that my head
were waters, and my eyes a fountain of tears,” he cried, “that I might weep
day and night for the slain of the daughter of my people!” (Jer. 9:1).

Concern for the spiritual welfare of the Ephesian believers had
caused Paul to mourn. “Night and day for a period of three years I did not
cease to admonish each one with tears,” he said (Acts 20:31). Because of
their great love for him the elders from the Ephesus church later mourned
for Paul as he prayed with them on the beach near Miletus, “grieving



especially over the word which he had spoken, that they should see his
face no more” (v. 38).

The earnest love of a father caused him to be grief-stricken over
his demon-possessed son, even as he brought him to Jesus for healing. No
doubt tears ran down the man’s face as He implored Jesus to help,
confessing “I do believe; help my unbelief” (Mark 9:24).

Repentant, worshipful devotion caused a woman to mourn over her
sins as she went into the Pharisee’s house and washed Jesus’ feet with her
tears and wiped them with her hair. To the proud host who resented her
contaminating his house and interrupting his dinner party, Jesus said, “I
say to you, her sins, which are many, have been forgiven, for she loved
much; but he who is forgiven little, loves little” (Luke 7:47).

Immeasurable divine love caused our Lord to weep at the death of
Lazarus (John 11:35) and over the sinning people of Jerusalem, whom He
wanted to gather into His care as a mother hen gathers her chicks (Matt.
23:37).

GODLY MOURNING

The mourning about which Jesus is talking in the second beatitude,
however, has nothing to do with the types just discussed, proper or
improper. The Lord is concerned about all of the legitimate sorrows of His
children, and He promises to console, comfort, and strengthen us when we
turn to Him for help. But those are not the kind of sorrow at issue here.
Jesus 1s speaking of godly sorrow, godly mourning, mourning that only
those who sincerely desire to belong to Him or who already belong to Him
can experience.

Paul speaks of this sorrow in his second letter to Corinth. “For the
sorrow that is according to the will of God produces a repentance without
regret, leading to salvation; but the sorrow of the world produces death.
For behold what earnestness this very thing, this godly sorrow, has
produced in you” (2 Cor. 7:10-11). The only sorrow that brings spiritual
life and growth is godly sorrow, sorrow over sin that leads to repentance.
Godly sorrow is linked to repentance, and repentance is linked to sin.

As the first beatitude makes clear, entrance into the kingdom of
heaven begins with being “poor in spirit,” with recognition of total



spiritual bankruptcy. The only way any person can come to Jesus Christ is
empty-handed, totally destitute and pleading for God’s mercy and grace.
Without a sense of spiritual poverty no one can enter the kingdom. And
when we enter the kingdom we should never lose that sense, knowing “that
nothing good dwells in [us], that is, in [our] flesh” (Rom. 7:18).

Spiritual poverty leads to godly sorrow; the poor in spirit become
those who mourn. After his grea