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Introduction
 

Dear reader,

Here you have part of a commentary on the whole New Testament, published by Baker Academic both in hardback and as an ebook. The electronic version has been broken into segments for your convenience and affordability, though if you like what you find here you may want to consider the whole at a proportionately lower cost. Whether in whole or in part, the e-version puts my comments at your fingertips on your easily portable Kindle, iPad, smartphone, or similar device.

I’ve written this commentary especially for busy people like you—lay people with jobs and families that take up a lot of time, Bible study leaders, pastors, and all who take the New Testament seriously—that is, people who time-wise and perhaps money-wise can’t afford the luxury of numerous heavyweight, technical commentaries on the individual books making up the section of the Bible we call the New Testament. So technical questions are avoided almost entirely, and the commentary concentrates on what will prove useful for understanding the scriptural text as a basis for your personal life as a Christian, for discussion with others, and for teaching and preaching.

Group discussion, teaching, and preaching all involve speaking aloud, of course, and when the New Testament was written, even private reading was done aloud. Moreover, most authors dictated their material to a writing secretary, and books were ordinarily read aloud to an audience. In this commentary, then, I’ve avoided almost all abbreviations (which don’t come through as such in oral speech) and have freely used contractions that characterize speaking (“we’ll,” “you’re,” “they’ve,” and so on). To indicate emphasis in oral speech, italics also occur fairly often.

You’ll mostly have to make your own practical and devotional applications of the scriptural text. But such applications shouldn’t disregard or violate the meanings intended by the Scripture’s divinely inspired authors and should draw on the richness of those meanings. So I’ve interpreted them in detail. Bold print indicates the text being interpreted. Translations of the original Greek are my own. Because of the interpretations’ close attention to detail, my translations usually, though not always, gravitate to the literal and sometimes produce run-on sentences and other nonstandard, convoluted, and even highly unnatural English. Square brackets enclose intervening clarifications, however, plus words in English that don’t correspond to words in the Greek text but do need supplying to make good sense. (As a language, Greek has a much greater tendency than English does to omit words meant to be supplied mentally.) Seemingly odd word-choices in a translation get justified in the following comments. It needs to be said as well that the very awkwardness of a literal translation often highlights features of the scriptural text obscured, eclipsed, or even contradicted by loose translations and paraphrases.

Literal translation also produces some politically incorrect English. Though “brothers” often includes sisters, for example, “sisters” doesn’t include brothers. Similarly, masculine pronouns may include females as well as males, but not vice versa. These pronouns, “brothers,” and other masculine expressions that on occasion are gender-inclusive correspond to the original, however, and help give a linguistic feel for the male-dominated culture in which the New Testament originated and which its language reflects. Preachers, Bible study leaders, and others should make whatever adjustments they think necessary for contemporary audiences but should not garble the text’s intended meaning.

Out of respect for your abilities so far as English is concerned, I’ve not dumbed down the vocabulary used in translations and interpretations. Like the translations, interpretations are my own. Rather than reading straight through, many of you may consult the interpretation of an individual passage now and then. So I’ve had to engage in a certain amount of repetition. To offset the repetition and keep the material in bounds, I rarely discuss others’ interpretations. But I’ve not neglected to canvass them in my research.

On the theological front, the commentary is unabashedly evangelical, so that my prayers accompany this volume in support of all you who strive for faithfulness to the New Testament as the word of God.

Robert Gundry


  



Matthew
 

Very early church tradition attributes the writing of this Gospel to the apostle Matthew, also called Levi (compare Matthew 9:9 with Mark 2:14; Luke 5:27). The Gospel has in view persecution that exposes a rift between Christians who remain faithful to their Christian profession despite the persecution and those who because of it are proving themselves unfaithful. Matthew encourages faithfulness by highlighting Jesus’ messiahship and divine sonship, defines faithfulness in terms of Christian behavior and verbal testimony, and warns against unfaithfulness by accenting its eternally dreadful consequence.

  

THE GENEALOGY OF JESUS CHRIST

Matthew 1:1–17
 

This passage divides into a heading for Jesus’ genealogy (1:1), the genealogy proper (1:2–16), and a numerical summary of the genealogy (1:17). The genealogy proper subdivides into generations from Abraham to David (1:2–6a), from David to Jeconiah and his brothers (1:6b–11), and from Jeconiah to Jesus (1:12–16).

1:1: The record of the genesis of Jesus Christ, the son [= descendant] of David the son [= descendant] of Abraham. “The genesis of Jesus Christ” will consist in his genealogy. In Genesis 5:1, whose phraseology Matthew echoes in part, a genealogy takes its name after the first on the following list (“Adam”). But Matthew titles this genealogy after the last on the following list (“Jesus”). This reversal and the borrowing of Old Testament phraseology make the genealogy portray Jesus as the goal and fulfillment of the Old Testament. Matthew designs the portrayal to confirm in their Christian faith his audience of Jewish Christians, who are suffering persecution and tempted to save their necks by recanting. Strengthening this portrayal of Jesus are Matthew’s additions of (1) “Christ,” the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew “Messiah,” which refers to the one God has “anointed” to bring salvation to his people; (2) “the son of David,” David being the prototype of the messianic king; and (3) “the son of Abraham,” father of the Jewish nation. This last phrase probably refers to David rather than Jesus as Abraham’s descendant, though of course Jesus too descended from Abraham. The omission of all ancestors prior to Abraham suits the coming identification of Jesus as “the king of the Jews” (2:2; contrast the tracing of Jesus’ genealogy as far back as Adam, father of the whole human race, in Luke 3:38). In the following genealogical list “fathered” has to do solely with impregnating the mother of the next male or males on the list.

1:2–6a: Abraham fathered Isaac, and Isaac fathered Jacob, and Jacob fathered Judah and his brothers,
3and Judah fathered Perez and Zerah by Tamar, and Perez fathered Hezron, and Hezron fathered Aram,
4and Aram fathered Amminadab, and Amminadab fathered Nahshon, and Nahshon fathered Salmon,
5and Salmon fathered Boaz by Rahab, and Boaz fathered Obed by Ruth, and Obed fathered Jesse,
6aand Jesse fathered David the king [compare 1 Chronicles 1:34; 2:1–2, 4–5, 9–12, 15; Ruth 4:18–22]. Since Davidic kings came from the tribe of Judah, Jesus’ descent from Judah prepares for the presentation of Jesus as the messianic king in David’s line. Mention of Judah’s brothers, unnecessary in a purely genealogical list, portrays the old people of God as a brotherhood in anticipation of Matthew’s portrayal of the church, God’s new people, as also a brotherhood (5:22–24, 47; 7:3–5; 18:15, 21, 35; 23:8; 25:40). The mention of Tamar, emphasized by the inclusion of her son Zerah despite his falling outside Jesus’ lineage, brings a Gentile into the genealogy. For she was probably a Gentile (see Genesis 38) and was certainly thought to be so by many Jews in the New Testament era. Thus she becomes for Matthew a prototype of Gentiles who convert to Jesus the Messiah and whose conversion Jesus will promote in 28:18–20. Two other women, Rahab and Ruth (both of them Gentiles without question and celebrated by Jewish rabbis as converts to Judaism), join Tamar as further prototypes of Gentile converts to the church (see Joshua 2, 6; Ruth 1–4). The introduction of Rahab is especially striking in that the Old Testament contains no indication of Salmon’s fathering Boaz by her. The designation of David as “the king” adopts a designation of him that’s frequent in the Old Testament and prepares for Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus as the messianic king after the likeness of David and in fulfillment of God’s promise to David (2 Samuel 7:1–17).

1:6b–11: And David fathered Solomon by the [wife] of Uriah,
7and Solomon fathered Rehoboam, and Rehoboam fathered Abijah, and Abijah fathered Asaph,
8and Asaph fathered Jehoshaphat, and Jehoshaphat fathered Joram, and Joram fathered Uzziah,
9and Uzziah fathered Jotham, and Jotham fathered Ahaz, and Ahaz fathered Hezekiah,
10and Hezekiah fathered Manasseh, and Manasseh fathered Amos, and Amos fathered Josiah,
11and Josiah fathered Jeconiah and his brothers during the period of the deportation to Babylon [compare 1 Chronicles 3:5, 10–16]. Here we have a list of Jewish kings in David’s line, so that the list foreshadows Jesus as the Davidic king of the Jews. Again, however, a woman comes into the list. Unlike the previously mentioned women, however, she isn’t named, though in fact she was named Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11:3; 12:24). Matthew omits her name and leaves “wife” to be inferred so as to center attention on her husband Uriah. Though she was a Jewess so far as we can tell from her father’s name (2 Samuel 11:3; compare 2 Samuel 23:34), she was—so to speak—a Gentile by marriage. For Uriah was well known to be a Gentile, as indicated by his repeatedly being called “the Hittite” in 2 Samuel 11–12. Thus “the [wife] of Uriah” joins the previously mentioned women as vanguards of the Gentiles who’ll convert to Christ and whose conversion he will promote (see 28:18–20 again). The Old Testament speaks of a king named Asa. Despite English translations to the contrary, Matthew adds “-ph” to “Asa-” for a reference to the psalmist Asaph, part of whose Psalm 78 he’ll quote as fulfilled prophecy and whom he’ll call “the prophet” (13:35). With this massaging of the name, then, the king himself becomes a kind of prophecy concerning Jesus the king of the Jews. Similarly, the Old Testament speaks of a king named Amon. And again despite English translations to the contrary, Matthew replaces “-n” with “-s” to get a reference to the prophet Amos, to whose prophecy in Amos 3:5 Matthew’s quotation of Jesus’ saying in 10:29 will conform. With the massaging of his name, this king too becomes a kind of prophecy concerning Jesus the king of the Jews. Just as Matthew mentioned Judah’s brothers as well as Judah himself, he mentions the brothers of Jeconiah. But the Old Testament, which also calls him Jehoiachin, registers only one brother of Jeconiah (1 Chronicles 3:16; 2 Chronicles 36:10). So Matthew’s ascribing to him brothers, perhaps in the sense of his fellow Jews deported with him to Babylon (2 Kings 24:10–16), puts renewed, extra emphasis on the old people of God as a brotherhood in anticipation of the church, God’s new people, as also a brotherhood (compare the comments on 1:2).

Matthew omits the three successive kings Ahaziah, Joash, and Amaziah (for whom see 1 Chronicles 3:11–12), all of them belonging to the line of Athaliah, daughter of the infamous King Ahab in the northern kingdom of Israel and each of them suffering a violent death because of their wickedness (2 Chronicles 22:1–9; 24:20–27; 25:14–28). So even though the three omitted kings descended on their father’s side from David, Matthew’s omitting them conforms to the Lord’s visiting the iniquity of Ahab up through the third and fourth generations of his children, here through his daughter’s line (Exodus 20:5; Numbers 14:18 [compare 1 Kings 21:21; 2 Kings 10:30]). But a more important reason for these omissions will come out in 1:17; and to make that reason viable, Matthew now omits a fourth king, Jehoiakim (for whom see 1 Chronicles 3:15). As the addition of “the king” to “David” brought the first subdivision of the genealogy to a close, so the addition of “during the period of the deportation to Babylon” brings the second subdivision to a close. This deportation also spelled the end of rule by David and his descendants and therefore paves the way for its revival in Jesus.

1:12–16: And after the deportation to Babylon Jeconiah fathered Shealtiel, and Shealtiel fathered Zerubbabel,
13and Zerubbabel fathered Abiud, and Abiud fathered Eliakim, and Eliakim fathered Azor,
14and Azor fathered Zadok, and Zadok fathered Achim, and Achim fathered Eliud,
15and Eliud fathered Eleazar, and Eleazar fathered Matthan, and Matthan fathered Jacob,
16and Jacob fathered Joseph the husband of Mary, by whom [referring to Mary] Jesus who is called Christ was born [compare 1 Chronicles 3:17–19a]. The Lord disqualified Jeconiah’s sons (Jeremiah 22:24–30) but restored to favor Jeconiah’s grandson Zerubbabel (Haggai 2:23). So Luke’s saying that Neri fathered Shealtiel has to do with biological lineage, whereas Matthew’s saying—with an eye on the Lord’s disqualification of Jeconiah’s sons—that Jeconiah fathered Shealtiel has to do with legal lineage, Shealtiel belonging to another branch of David’s family (so also 1 Chronicles 3:17). In Zerubbabel the biological and legal lines reunite (compare Ezra 3:2). By taking “Abiud” as meaning “my father [is] Judah,” Matthew points again to Jesus’ belonging to the tribe from which the Davidic Messiah was to come. “Eliakim” likewise points to Jesus’ Davidic messiahship in that according to Isaiah 22:20–24, a passage Matthew will echo in 16:19, this name belongs to a man who’ll receive “the key of the house of David.” “Azor” is a shortened form of “Azariah,” an alternate name of the Davidic king Uzziah, already listed in 1:8–9, and therefore another pointer to Jesus’ Davidic ancestry. There was an earlier Zadok who ministered as high priest during David’s reign, so that “Zadok” here in Jesus’ genealogy points yet again to Davidic royalty. As a shortened form of Ahimaaz, “Achim” does the same since Ahimaaz was a son of David’s high priest Zadok. Matthew presents “Eliud” as meaning “God of Judah” to connote the royal tribe to which Jesus belongs as the king of the Jews. So these names, differing from those we find in reverse order in Luke 3:24b–27b, symbolize Jesus’ qualification as a descendant of David to inherit David’s throne.

Except for a slight difference in spelling, Matthew agrees with Luke 3:24 in “Matthan.” But instead of “Heli” (Luke 3:23) he writes “Jacob,” so that this Jacob fathered Jesus’ foster father Joseph just as the Old Testament Jacob fathered as one of his twelve sons the Joseph who was sold into Egypt (compare Matthew’s writing “Joseph” in 13:55 instead of the “Joses” of Mark 6:3 and often conforming the wording of this Gospel elsewhere to that of the Old Testament). The addition of “the husband of Mary” to “Joseph” shows that Jesus, though not fathered biologically by Joseph, belonged legally to David’s line. For legal rights came through the father even though he was only a foster father, and Joseph took Mary to wife before Jesus’ birth (1:20–25). “By whom [referring to Mary] Jesus . . . was born” prepares for divine action in the conception and birth of Jesus, for Matthew has carefully avoided saying that Joseph fathered Jesus. “Who is called Christ” draws the conclusion that so far as legal ancestry is concerned, Jesus is qualified to be the messianic king.

1:17: Therefore [drawing a conclusion from the foregoing list] all the generations from Abraham to David [are] fourteen generations, and from David to the deportation to Babylon [are] fourteen generations, and from the deportation to Babylon to the Christ [are] fourteen generations. 1 Chronicles 1:34; 2:1–15 provided fourteen generations from Abraham through David. But why does Matthew divide the rest of the genealogy into two more sets of fourteen generations each, and do so at the cost of omitting four Davidic kings in the second set and listing eight fewer generations than Luke does in the third set? He wants to say numerically what the listed names have already said genealogically, which is that in Jesus the Davidic Messiah has come. For the numerical values of the Hebrew consonants in David’s name add up to fourteen: D (4) + V (6) + D (4) = 14. (Before the introduction of Arabic numerals, letters of the alphabet stood for numbers; and Hebrew was written without vowels.) The omissions mean that for the second and third sets “all the generations” refers to the generations listed by Matthew, not to all the generations found in the Old Testament. That Matthew constructs three sets of fourteen also corresponds to the spelling of David’s name in Hebrew with three consonants and puts a triple emphasis on Jesus’ Davidic ancestry. So the first set ended with royal power (“David the king”), the second with loss of royal power (“the deportation to Babylon”), and the third with a revival of royal power (“the Christ”). But to get his third set of fourteen Matthew counts Mary as well as Joseph. In other words, the one chronological generation represented by them carries within it two other kinds of generation, a legal (Joseph’s) and a physical (Mary’s). Otherwise we have only thirteen, since Jeconiah belonged to the second set of fourteen just as David belonged to the first. The counting of Mary harmonizes with Matthew’s distinguishing between Jesus’ royal lineage through Joseph (compare Joseph’s being addressed with “son of David” in 1:20) and Jesus’ divine generation through Mary. Since Jesus fulfills the Jews’ messianic hope, Matthew’s audience of persecuted Jewish Christians mustn’t give up their faith to avoid further persecution.

  

THE BIRTH OF JESUS CHRIST AS DAVID’S SON AND “GOD WITH US”
 Matthew 1:18–25
 

On the one hand, this passage explains how Jesus came to have the legal status of a descendant of David even though Joseph didn’t father him: Joseph, himself a “son [= descendant] of David,” brought Jesus into David’s line by taking Mary to wife prior to Jesus’ birth and by naming him at his birth. Without this explanation the preceding genealogy of Jesus through Joseph is pointless (see especially 1:16). On the other hand, this passage highlights Jesus’ deity by noting that Mary became pregnant after her betrothal to Joseph but before her marriage to him and sexual intercourse with him. So she bore a divine child as the result of generation by the Holy Spirit.

1:18–19: And the genesis of Jesus Christ was thus [= happened in this way]. Here “the genesis of Jesus Christ” has to do with his birth as a followup to “genesis” as his genealogy in 1:1. When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, before they came together [in marriage] she was found to have [a child] in [her] womb by the Holy Spirit. “By the Holy Spirit” parallels “by Tamar,” “by Rahab,” “by Ruth,” “by the [wife] of Uriah,” and “by whom [Mary]” in 1:3, 5–6, 16—all in reference to women—so that Matthew carefully avoids portraying the Holy Spirit as performing a male function through carnal intercourse in impregnating Mary. Thus she will still be virginal when she gives birth to Jesus (contrast pagan myths in which a god impregnates a human female carnally). Joseph found Mary to be pregnant, but he didn’t yet know she was pregnant by the Holy Spirit. Matthew mentions the Holy Spirit’s role as advance information which emphasizes that role. 19But Joseph her husband, being righteous and not wanting to disgrace her, planned to divorce her privately. In Jewish society full betrothal was so binding that breaking it required a certificate of divorce, and the death of one party during the period of betrothal made the other party a widow or widower. So before his marriage to Mary, Joseph was her husband in the sense of a husband designate (compare Deuteronomy 22:23–24). Joseph’s “being righteous” refers to his planning to divorce Mary on the ground she’d fornicated with another man, so that it would have been wrong for Joseph to marry her (compare Deuteronomy 22:23–24, which stipulates the stoning to death of an engaged girl and a man not her fiancé who’d impregnated her without her yelling out in protest; also Numbers 5:11–31; Matthew 5:32; 19:9). Joseph’s “being righteous” also makes him a prototype of Jesus’ disciples, whose righteousness Matthew will repeatedly stress after the pattern of Jesus himself (see, for example, 3:15; 5:10, 20; 25:37, 46; 27:19). Likewise, Joseph’s “not wanting to disgrace [Mary]” characterizes him with the mercy that will mark Jesus’ disciples (5:7; 18:33). Planning to divorce Mary “privately” means planning to divorce her in the absence of two or three witnesses. The Mosaic law didn’t require them (see Deuteronomy 24:1–4), but they’d become customary to protect the husband against a denial of the divorce by his ex-wife’s father. To spare Mary disgrace before witnesses, Joseph planned to waive this precaution.

1:20–21: But when he’d mulled over these things, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son [= descendant] of David, don’t be afraid to take along Mary as your wife. For the [infant] conceived [literally, ‘fathered’] in her is by the Holy Spirit.” “Behold” emphasizes the appearance of “an angel of the Lord,” and together they emphasize the following message of Jesus’ virginal conception and birth and of his saviorhood. Joseph’s Davidic sonship will insure Jesus’ Davidic sonship if Joseph carries out the angel’s instructions. The Holy Spirit replaces what Joseph thought to be the role of another man. Ordinarily, of course, “fathered” has to do with the sexual role of a male. But as in 1:18, “by the Holy Spirit” maintains the virginity of Mary by negating carnal intercourse—therefore the foregoing translation “conceived.” “Don’t be afraid to take along Mary as your wife” shows, as did “before they came together” in 1:18, that “her husband” in 1:19 meant her husband designate. 21“And she’ll birth a son; and you shall call his name Jesus, for he himself will save his people from their sins.” “A son,” because the Christ is to be a king like David, not a queen. “She’ll birth” is predictive. “You shall call” is prescriptive. And “he himself will save” is predictive again. By naming Jesus, Joseph is to adopt him as his legal though not biological offspring. He must bring Jesus into David’s line for Jesus to become the messianic king. Naming by Mary wouldn’t avail. But to be a king one must act like a king by saving his people from oppression (compare 1 Samuel 10:25–27, especially 27a, with 1 Samuel 11:1–11), just as David did (2 Samuel 5:1–3). Jesus’ Davidic kingship therefore implies that “he himself will save his people,” as indicated in the personal name to be given him. For according to popular etymology “Jesus,” Greek for the Hebrew name “Joshua,” means “the Lord [is] salvation.” To draw out this meaning, the angel quotes Psalm 130:8 but replaces the psalmist’s “will redeem” with “will save” for a closer link with the meaning of “Jesus.” Also, “his people” replaces the psalmist’s “Israel” because Jesus’ people will turn out to be the ethnically inclusive church rather than Israel (see 16:18, where he says “my church”; 3:12, where John the baptizer refers to “his [Jesus’] wheat” [compare 21:43]). And “from their sins” replaces the psalmist’s “from all his [Israel’s] iniquities” to anticipate Jesus’ forgiveness of sins (9:1–8; 26:28) and therefore deliverance from their oppressively judgmental consequences. The intensive “he himself” accents Jesus as the Savior; and this accent will lead to an affirmation of his deity, since only deity can save from sins by forgiving them.

1:22–23: And this whole thing has happened in order that what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet would be fulfilled, saying,
23“Behold, the virgin will have [an infant] in [her] womb and birth a son; and they’ll call his name Immanuel,” which is translated, “God [is] with us [Isaiah 7:14].” In Psalm 130:7–8 it’s “the Lord” who’ll redeem Israel from all his iniquities. So here in Matthew it’s Jesus as “God with us” who’ll save his people from their sins. He’s “with us” as God, not in static presence, but in saving activity. “Has happened” indicates a past event that has a continuing effect. “In order that” indicates divine purpose. “This whole thing” encompasses within that divine purpose all the preceding and following items that make up this episode. Nothing happened by chance. Instead of mentioning Isaiah’s name, Matthew writes “by the Lord through the prophet” to draw a parallel with the conveyance of a message by “an angel of the Lord” (1:20; see also 2:15 with 2:13). “Would be fulfilled” cites fulfilled prophecy as a reason Matthew’s audience of Christians shouldn’t recant under the pressure of persecution. He’s so eager to impress this reason on them that he cites the prophecy before narrating its fulfillment (as also in 2:15; 21:4–5). “Behold” calls special attention to Mary’s virginal conception and birthing of Jesus. But Matthew replaces Isaiah’s “And she will call his name Immanuel” with “And they will call his name Immanuel.” “They” are Jesus’ church, the people just mentioned whom he’ll save from their sins. And he’ll save them from their sins because they, unlike Israel as a whole, will confess that he is “God with us.” The transliteration of the Hebrew “Immanuel” enables Matthew to draw out its meaning, “God [is] with us.” Jesus is with his people to save them from their sins, not merely on behalf of God, but as God (compare the sandwiching of Jesus as “the Son” between “the Father” and “the Holy Spirit” in 28:19).

1:24–25: And on getting up from sleep [the angel had appeared to him “in a dream”], Joseph did as the angel of the Lord had ordered him and took along his wife
25and didn’t know her [sexually] till she’d birthed a son. And he called his [the son’s] name Jesus. Joseph’s obedience is immediate and as such presents an example to be emulated. By itself, his not having sex with Mary till she’d birthed Jesus doesn’t necessarily imply that he did have sex with her afterwards. But later references to Jesus’ brothers (12:46–47; 13:55) and sisters (13:56) heavily favor this implication. The delay in sexual union then preserves the virginity of Jesus’ birth in addition to that of his conception (for loss of virginity comes by sexual penetration from outside, not by extrusion of a baby from inside). Matthew’s emphasis falls on the maintenance of Mary’s virginity up through Jesus’ birth, not on the birth as such. Joseph’s naming Jesus amounts to a formal acknowledgment of him as his legal son and clinches Jesus’ place in the Davidic line.

  

THE WORSHIP OF JESUS BY A VANGUARD OF GENTILES
 Matthew 2:1–12
 

2:1–2: And after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea during the days of Herod the king, behold, astrologers from the East arrived in Jerusalem, saying,
2“Where is the one who has been birthed [as] king of the Jews? For we saw his star at [its] rising and have come to worship him.” “In Bethlehem” stresses yet again Jesus’ correspondence to King David, for David grew up in Bethlehem (five miles south of Jerusalem). “Of Judea” joins a recurrence of this phrase in 2:5 and the similar phrase “land of Judah” in 2:6 to heighten Jesus’ royal status: he came from the tribe and territory that produced the Davidic kings (compare 1:2; Genesis 49:10). And the designation of Herod as “the king” joins recurrences of this designation in 2:3, 9 for a contrast with Jesus as “king of the Jews.” (This Herod, known as “the Great,” was born in 73 B.C., became governor of Galilee in 47 B.C., was named “King of Judea” by the Roman Senate in 40 B.C., gained control of Judea in 37 B.C., and died in 4 B.C.) The astrologers were Gentiles (compare Daniel 2:2, 10). So just as the four women (besides Mary) in Jesus’ genealogy pointed forward to the influx of Gentiles into the church (compare 1:3, 5–6 with comments and 8:10–12; 28:18–20), so too the coming of these astrologers points forward to the same. “Behold” accents the point. As astrologers they saw the star of the king of the Jews “at [its] rising” (not “in the East,” despite traditional translations). The star’s rising indicated the birth of the Jews’ king. Like Balaam, a Gentile prophet in Old Testament times, the astrologers arrived “from the East” (Numbers 23:7). Balaam too saw a rising royal star, one that represented David just as the present rising star represents Jesus as a king in David’s lineage and likeness (Numbers 24:17–19). The astrologers’ arrival “in Jerusalem” introduces that city as the center of antagonism toward Jesus already at his birth (compare 23:36). The astrologers’ adding “of the Jews” to “king” contrasts with Herod’s bare title, “the king,” and hints at the legitimacy of Jesus’ kingship over against the illegitimacy of Herod’s. He wasn’t a descendant of David, or even a full-blooded Jew, but a half-Idumean. (The Idumeans descended from Jacob’s brother, Esau.) And the astrologers’ having come “to worship [the newly born king of the Jews]” agrees with his deity, highlighted in 1:23 (“God [is] with us”).

2:3: And on hearing [the astrologers’ question and the reason for it], King Herod was disconcerted, and all Jerusalem with him. Herod was well known for harboring psychopathic suspicions that others were trying to seize his throne. The disconcerting of “all Jerusalem with him” allies Jerusalem with Herod against the prospect of another king. “All Jerusalem” intensifies the shared antagonism toward the infant Jesus. This antagonism will reach its zenith in his later trials and crucifixion. It also forecasts the persecution of his followers, such as Matthew’s audience. They should therefore regard their persecution as patterned after that of Jesus and, therefore again, as a badge of honor (compare 5:10–12). The blame for this persecution rests most heavily on Jewish authorities, whom Herod now assembles for their cooperation in his attempt to destroy Jesus.

2:4–6: And on assembling all the chief priests and scholars of the people, he was inquiring of them where the Christ is born [= where the Messiah was to be born].
5And they told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for it’s written through the prophet in this way:
6‘And you, Bethlehem, land of Judah, are by no means least among the governors of Judah; for out of you will come a governing one who as such will shepherd my people Israel [Micah 5:2; 2 Samuel 5:2; 1 Chronicles 11:2].’ ” “Assembling” is a verbal form of the noun “assembly” or, as it’s usually translated, “synagogue.” So Herod’s assembling the chief priests and scholars makes a kind of synagogue opposed to Jesus (compare Matthew’s writing about “their/your synagogues” in 4:23; 9:35; 12:9; 13:54 and especially 10:17; 23:34). “All the chief priests and scholars” underlines the breadth of opposition to Jesus among the Jewish authorities. High-ranking priests, including the current high priest and past high priests, made up “the chief priests.” The scholars (called “scribes” in traditional translations) had expertise in the Old Testament. “Of the people” alludes to the scholars’ leading the Jewish people astray and contrasts their people, duped as they are, with Jesus’ people, saved from their sins in recognition of him as “God with us” (1:21–23). Matthew mentions the chief priests because their position entailed working with King Herod, and the scholars because their expertise enabled them to answer his question. Herod wants to know where the Christ is to be born in order that he might find and destroy him. His expression “the Christ” replaces the astrologers’ expression “king of the Jews,” because he wouldn’t refer to anyone but himself as the Jews’ king. But for Matthew’s audience, Herod expresses—in spite of himself—the truth about Jesus’ messiahship.

The answer to Herod’s question comes out of Micah 5:2. “In Bethlehem of Judea” echoes 2:1 and stresses the hometown and territory of David, prototype of the messianic king. “It’s written through the prophet” implies that the prophet wrote as the Lord’s penman (compare the comments on 1:22). Matthew edits the following quotation to bring out Jesus’ Davidic messiahship: it’s as though he subpoenas the chief priests and scholars to testify on his behalf about Jesus as the fulfillment of Micah’s prophecy. “Land of Judah” replaces Micah’s “Ephrathah” for an allusion to the man Judah, progenitor of David’s royal tribe (1:2–3). Then Matthew inserts “by no means” to deny emphatically the leastness of Bethlehem in Micah’s text. For Matthew, in other words, Jesus’ birth has transformed Bethlehem from the unimportant village it was during Micah’s time into the supremely important birthplace of the messianic king from David’s line. Matthew reads “governors” instead of Micah’s “thousands” or “clans” to ally Jesus as “the governing one” with Judah’s previous Davidic governors (= kings) just as the genealogy, especially its second set of fourteen, has already done (1:1–17). Jesus’ governorship undermines that of Pontius Pilate, who’ll repeatedly be called “the governor” in chapters 27–28. “Who as such [that is, as one who governs] will shepherd my people Israel” replaces Micah’s “one who is to be ruler in Israel” and comes from the Lord’s promise in 2 Samuel 5:2; 1 Chronicles 11:2 to make David, who’d been a shepherd boy, the shepherd-king over Israel. These multiple emphases on Jesus’ taking after David are designed to reinforce faith in Jesus as the promised Christ. So don’t deny him to save your neck (compare 10:32–33).

2:7–8: Then Herod, on privately calling the astrologers, ascertained from them the time of the appearing star [that is, the time of its appearance].
8And sending them to Bethlehem, he said, “On going [there], check out accurately concerning the little child. And whenever you’ve found [him], report to me [where he is] so that on going [there] I may worship him.” Since in 2:9 the astrologers will set out for Bethlehem under starlight after getting instructions from Herod, their private meeting with him is likely to have taken place at night. His malevolence, evident in the private meeting, contrasts with the righteousness and mercy of Jesus’ father Joseph in planning to spare Mary disgrace by divorcing her “privately” (1:19). The contrast highlights Joseph’s virtue as well as Herod’s malevolence. Adding to that malevolence is the care with which Matthew says Herod went about plotting Jesus’ destruction. For “ascertained” and “accurately” make a wordplay in Matthew’s original Greek. By representing the same root, they emphasize Herod’s care. The plot also foreshadows the Jewish authorities’ plotting against Jesus’ life just prior to his crucifixion (26:3–5). They’ll have learned from Herod. His plotting with their help foreshadows their persecution of Jesus’ disciples too (10:28; 23:34–37a; 24:9). To deceive the astrologers Herod says, “so that I may worship him.” They’ll need to be disabused of this deception.

2:9–10: And they, on hearing the king, traveled; and behold, the star that they’d seen at [its] rising led them forward until, on coming, it stood still over where the little child was. The redesignation of Herod as “the king” and the reappearance of the star set the legitimacy of Jesus’ kingship and the illegitimacy of Herod’s in opposition to each other again. “Behold” spotlights the star as symbolic of Jesus the Davidic king of the Jews. According to 2:8 the astrologers know to go to Bethlehem. But what road should they take to get there? The star, which they’d seen only at its rising so far as Matthew has written, reappears, this time to lead them to Bethlehem and pinpoint the location of baby Jesus. Efforts to explain the star and its movement astronomically have failed. But the ancient belief in stars as beings of a heavenly order may explain this star’s movements in a nonastronomical way, and the star itself as personal. 10And on seeing the star, they rejoiced a great joy exceedingly [or as we’d say, rejoiced with exceedingly great joy]. The combination of “rejoiced,” intensified by “exceedingly,” and “joy,” magnified by “great,” puts enormous emphasis on the astrologers’ joy, which anticipates the joy of Christian disciples in the gaining of God’s kingdom (13:44), in the discovery of Jesus’ resurrection (28:8–9), in their eternal reward (25:21, 23), and even in their present persecution (5:10–12).

2:11–12: And on coming into the house [which defines “where the little child was” in 2:9], they saw the little child with Mary his mother. Joseph drops out of sight for the time being now that he has brought Jesus into David’s royal line. For prominence, “the little child” comes forward in the order of mention. And “his mother” is attached to “Mary” as a reminder of Jesus’ virginal conception and birth and therefore of his deity (compare 1:18–23). The reminder of his deity prepares for the next statement: And falling down they worshiped him. Worship consisted in kneeling and bowing one’s head to the ground in front of the object of worship, in this case Jesus as “God with us” (1:23). “Falling down” sharpens the point, for in 4:9 falling down will accompany worship in the alternatives of worshiping God and worshiping Satan, also in some disciples’ worshiping Jesus at his transfiguration (17:6). And on opening their treasure chests they offered him gifts: gold and frankincense [an aromatic resinous gum] and myrrh [another aromatic resinous gum]. Elsewhere in Matthew “gift(s)” is used exclusively and often for offerings to God (5:23–24; 8:4; 15:5; 23:18–19), and the verb “offered” has to do with such offerings in 8:4 and throughout the Old Testament. So the astrologers’ offering of these expensive gifts adds further emphasis on Jesus’ deity and kingship; and the astrologers stand as prototypes of his disciples, who give up earthly treasures for heavenly treasures (6:19–21; 19:21). Like the Gentile kings in Psalm 72:10–11, 15, the astrologers bring gifts of gold to a superior king in Israel. Like the Gentile kings in Isaiah 60:2–3, 6, they bring gold and frankincense. And as Solomon the immediate son of David is perfumed with myrrh and frankincense in the Song of Solomon 3:6; 4:6, Jesus the later son of David is given frankincense and myrrh. These offerings confirm that in 2:2 we should understand “birthed [as] king of the Jews” rather than “birthed [to be] king of the Jews.” 12And on being warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they withdrew to their country by another way. The dream informs the astrologers of Herod’s malevolence, and their withdrawal offers an example for persecuted Christians of fleeing from persecution (see 10:23 for Jesus’ commanding such flight).

  

THE PRESERVATION OF JESUS AS A SIGN OF HIS DIVINE SONSHIP
 Matthew 2:13–15
 

2:13: And after they [the astrologers] had withdrawn, behold, an angel of the Lord appears to Joseph in a dream, saying, “On getting up, take along the little child and his mother and flee to Egypt. And be there till I tell you [to leave]. For Herod is going to seek the little child to destroy him.” Just as the astrologers’ withdrawal feeds Matthew’s theme of fleeing persecution (see the comments on 2:12), so the flight of the holy family does the same (see 10:23 again). “Behold” grabs attention for the angel’s appearance and together with the vividness of the present tense in “appears” heightens emphasis on the divine intervention that signifies Jesus’ status as God’s Son. “The little child and his mother” (not “your child” in the sense of Joseph’s biological offspring) recalls 2:11 and, as there, echoes 1:18 in a further reminiscence of Jesus’ virginal conception and birth and therefore of his deity. The Egyptian sojourn of this Joseph and his family will correspond to the Egyptian sojourn of the Old Testament Joseph and his family (Genesis 37, 39–50; compare Matthew’s listing “Jacob” as the father of the present Joseph just as the Old Testament Joseph had Jacob for his father [1:16]). The story of Moses follows that of Joseph and his family in the Old Testament. It’s natural, then, that Herod’s seeking to destroy Jesus echoes Pharaoh’s seeking to slay Moses in Exodus 2:15. Matthew is making Jesus the greater Moses just as he has already made him the greater David (see also the comments on 2:20–21). These correspondences are supposed to fortify the faith of persecuted Christians, especially Jewish ones, by showing Jesus to be the fulfillment of Old Testament patterns as well as of Old Testament prophecies.

2:14–15: And he [Joseph]—on getting up he took along the little child and his mother [for which phrase see the comments on 2:11] at night and withdrew to Egypt
15and was there till Herod’s end [= decease], in order that what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet might be fulfilled, saying, “Out of Egypt I called my son [Hosea 11:1].” The phraseology of 2:14–15a resembles that of 2:13b–d (see earlier comments). The resemblance points up the exactitude of Joseph’s obedience as a model for Christian discipleship (compare 1:24). The addition “at night” displays immediacy of obedience, another exemplary point, and recalls “from sleep” in 1:24. Nighttime fits flight from persecution better than sleep would. “Withdrew” revives the allusion to Exodus 2:15 and echoes Matthew 2:12–13a. With Herod’s “end” compare Pharaoh’s decease in Exodus 4:19. See the comments on 1:22b for the formula of fulfillment that introduces the quotation of Hosea 11:1. In Hosea 11:1 the nation of Israel is addressed as the Lord’s youthful son. The many parallels drawn between Israel’s history and Jesus’ life show that Israel’s history is both recapitulated and anticipated in Jesus, “the king of the Jews”: (1) like Israel in the messianic age, he receives homage from Gentiles (2:11); (2) as a youthful son, he like Israel as a youthful nation receives both fatherly protection in Egypt—then from death by famine, now from death by slaughter—and a calling out from Egypt (2:15); (3) his oppression brings sorrow just as Israel’s oppression brought sorrow (2:17–18); and (4) like Israel, he’s tempted in the wilderness (4:1–10). The quotation of Hosea 11:1 comes before the holy family’s return from Egypt to the land of Israel. So as in 1:22–23; 21:4–5 Matthew is so eager to impress on his audience the fulfillment of prophecy that he cites the prophecy before finishing the narrative of its fulfillment. And again as in 1:22–23, “by the Lord through the prophet” draws a parallel with the conveyance of a message by “an angel of the Lord” (here in 2:13).

  

A PREVIEW OF JEWISH CALAMITIES RESULTING FROM THE REJECTION OF JESUS
 Matthew 2:16–18
 

2:16: Then Herod, on seeing that he’d been made fun of by the astrologers, was very angered. And on sending [soldiers] he did away with [= had them kill] all the male children in Bethlehem and in all its borders [= in its entire vicinity] from two years [old] and under, in accord with the time that he’d ascertained from the astrologers [compare 2:7]. Here we have another correspondence with the story of Moses, for Pharaoh had the male babies of Israelites slaughtered at the time of Moses’ birth and preservation (Exodus 1:15–22 [compare the foregoing comments on Matthew 2:13–14, 20–21]). Since the present slaughter, traditionally called the Slaughter of the Innocents, came about through the chief priests’ and scholars’ cooperation with Herod (2:4–6), this episode previews the calamities to befall the Jewish nation for their, and especially their leaders’, rejection of Jesus (compare 23:33–39; 27:20–25). The verb “had been made fun of” will reappear in 27:29, 31, 41 (also in 20:19 under the translation “mocking”). There, Jesus the true king of the Jews will be made fun of. Here, Herod their illegitimate king, with whom their leaders have cooperated, has been made fun of. The verb also makes a wordplay with “children,” for the Greek behind “had been made fun of” literally means “had been treated like a child.” Herod had been treated like a child though he was an adult, a king no less! “Exceedingly” magnifies his anger and warns of similar calamities to come. “Did away with” echoes Exodus 2:15 and compensates for its displacement in an otherwise similar echo at Matthew 2:13. “All the male children” and “in all its borders” echo Exodus 1:22 and enlarge the slaughter so as to escalate the warning that calamities will befall the entire Jewish nation for their rejection, by and large, of Christ. An infant would have been considered two years old immediately on entering his second year, so that Matthew’s “two years [old] and under” means in our way of speaking “under one year old.”

2:17–18: Then was fulfilled what was spoken through Jeremiah the prophet, saying,
18“A voice was heard in Ramah [a city about six miles north of Jerusalem], [that is,] weeping and much [= loud] lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children [here in the sense of offspring rather than, as earlier, youngsters]. And she wasn’t wanting to be comforted [that is, she refused comfort], because they don’t exist [any more] [Jeremiah 31:15].” As later in 27:9–10, “Then was fulfilled” replaces “in order that [it] might be fulfilled” (1:22; 2:15, plus later passages) for a limitation of the fulfillment to God’s permissive will. He didn’t want this tragedy to happen. But he allowed it to happen. It happened primarily because of the Jewish authorities’ cooperation with Herod (2:4–6). The dropping of “by the Lord,” which occurred in 1:22–23; 2:15, and the insertion of “Jeremiah” (contrast the anonymity of the prophets in 1:22–23; 2:15) also distance God from the Slaughter of the Innocents. Rachel, Jacob’s favorite wife, bore him Benjamin, whom she called Ben-oni, which means “the son of my sorrow” (Genesis 35:18). So in the quotation she figures as Israel’s representative mother, particularly in her sorrow, as she lies—poetically speaking—weeping in her sepulcher at Ramah over the fate of the nation, portrayed as her offspring. In Jeremiah that fate is the deportation of northern Israelites as captives into Assyria. Matthew applies the fate to the Slaughter of the Innocents, so that “they don’t exist [any more]” has to do with death rather than deportation—in other words, a very literal fulfillment. The huge emphasis on sorrow in the quotation relates to 27:25, where “all the people said, ‘His [Jesus’] blood [be] on us and on our children [in the sense of offspring, as here in 2:18]!’ ” By taking Herod’s side here and forcing Pilate’s hand there in rejection of Jesus, the Jewish authorities have brought and will yet bring sorrowful consequences on the innocent children of the people they influence. To prepare for the correspondence between 2:17–18 and 27:25, Matthew replaces “sons,” which occurs in Jeremiah 31:15 (despite English translations that have “children”), with “children,” which will occur again in 27:25. (Sadly, it needs emphasis that Matthew doesn’t write out of anti-Semitism; for as a Jew himself, he wants to save Jews from calamity, not contribute to it.)

  

THE RETURN OF THE GREATER MOSES TO BECOME DAVID’S BRANCH
 Matthew 2:19–23
 

2:19–21: And after Herod had come to an end [= died], behold, an angel of the Lord appears in a dream to Joseph in Egypt [compare 1:20; 2:13 with comments], saying,
20“On getting up, take along the little child and his mother and travel to the land of Israel [compare 2:13 with comments]. For those who were seeking the little child’s life have died.” Because the persecution has passed, the command to “travel” replaces the command to “flee” of 2:13. We read “the land of Israel” instead of “land of Judah” (2:6), because Matthew needs a term broad enough to cover Galilee, the unplanned but eventual destination, as well as Judea, the planned destination. The angel’s instruction, emphasized by the present tense of “appears,” echoes the wording of Exodus 4:19–20, where the Lord told Moses, “ ‘Go return to Egypt, for all those who were seeking your life have died.’ And Moses took his wife and his sons . . . and returned to the land of Egypt.” Likewise here in Matthew: 21And he [Joseph], on getting up, took along the little child and his mother and went into the land of Israel. So further parallels with the story of Moses come into play, though place-names and directions of travel differ and Moses is now an adult whereas the earlier parallels in 2:13, 16 had to do with his infancy. Matthew substitutes “went” for “returned,” however, because Joseph won’t return to Jesus’ birthplace, whereas Moses did return to his birthplace. Matthew mentioned the death of Herod alone in 2:15, 19. Yet he wants so much to conform the story of Jesus to that of Moses that he quotes the angel as referencing the death of “those [plural] who were seeking the little child’s life” in parallel with the death of “all those who were seeking [Moses’] life.” The “all” of Moses’ enemies drops out because Matthew’s angel is speaking only of Herod, though in the plural to include the soldiers to whom he gave orders. The reference to Mary as Jesus’ mother rather than as Joseph’s wife and the mention of the little child ahead of her, both in contrast with Exodus 4:19–20, do not let us forget that the virgin-conceived, virgin-born Immanuel surpasses Moses. Once again, Joseph’s obedience to the divine command makes a good example (as in 1:24–25; 2:14–15).

2:22–23: And on hearing, “Archelaus is ruling Judea [southern Israel] in place of his father Herod,” he [Joseph] feared to go there from [Egypt]. And having been warned in a dream, he withdrew to the parts of Galilee [northern Israel].
23And on coming [to Galilee], he settled down in a city called Nazareth so that what was spoken through the prophets would be fulfilled, that he [Jesus] will be called a Nazarene. In Matthew’s original Greek, “is ruling” is a verbal form of the noun “king.” So despite Archelaus’s never getting the title “king,” Matthew’s use of the corresponding verb implies that Archelaus, like his father, is another illegitimate rival with whom the Jewish authorities would cooperate in plotting the death of Jesus, the legitimate king of the Jews. Adding to this implication are the phrase “in place of his father Herod” and the specification “Judea,” the place of Jesus’ former rejection (2:1, 5). Archelaus ruled so badly that the Romans banished him after a couple of years or so. Apparently the ruthlessness of his rule made Joseph afraid to go back to Bethlehem, Jesus’ birthplace. A dream confirmed his fear, so that “he withdrew to the parts of Galilee,” that is, to the parcels of land that made up the Galilean region (compare the astrologers’ having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod [2:12]). Like the astrologers’ withdrawal, Joseph’s withdrawal sets an example of avoiding persecution geographically rather than recantingly (10:23). “Go . . . from” echoes Exodus 4:19–20 yet again (though the echo isn’t so evident in English translations) for another parallel with the story of Moses. Joseph “withdrew” to the parts of Galilee rather than returning there, because Matthew’s account has nothing about having originated in Galilee, Nazareth in particular. “Settled down” means to establish a home. The plural in “through the prophets” points to a theme found in more than one prophetical book rather than a direct quotation from a single prophetical book. “That” introduces an indirect summary of that theme, as indicated also by the absence of “saying” (contrast 1:22–23; 2:15, 17–18 and so on, but compare 26:54, which also refers in the plural to “prophets”). “He will be called a Nazarene” occurs nowhere in the Old Testament. But Isaiah 11:1 predicts the springing up of “a branch” from the roots of Jesse, David’s father. The Hebrew word for branch (netzer) sounds a lot like the place-name “Nazareth,” which underlies “Nazarene” (= somebody from Nazareth; compare 21:11; 26:71). And other prophets chime in with prophecies of such a branch that will revive David’s dynasty (Jeremiah 23:5; 33:15; Zechariah 3:8; 6:12). They use a Hebrew word different from the one Isaiah uses for “branch.” But in 1:21 Matthew played with different Hebrew words in connection with the name “Jesus.” So his relating Jesus as a Nazarene, a man from Nazareth, to a similar sounding Hebrew word for the branch that represents a Davidic king who is yet to spring up provides a fitting capstone to Matthew’s version of Jesus’ nativity, which began with a reference to “Jesus Christ, the son of David” (1:1). Thus Matthew marries phonetics with Christology.

  

JESUS’ BAPTISM BY JOHN AS A MODEL OF RIGHTEOUSNESS
 Matthew 3:1–17
 

This passage breaks down into an introduction of John the baptizer (3:1–6), his upbraiding of Pharisees and Sadducees (3:7–10), his prediction concerning Jesus (3:11–12), and his baptism of Jesus (3:13–17).

3:1–3: And in those days [the time of residence in Nazareth (2:23)] John the baptizer arrives [on the scene], preaching in the wilderness of Judea and saying,
2“Repent, for the reign of heaven has drawn near.”
3For this [John] is the one spoken about through Isaiah the prophet, saying, “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way of the Lord. Make his paths straight [Isaiah 40:3].’ ” Though John is called “the baptizer” to distinguish him from others named John (for example, the apostle John), the initial emphasis falls on his preaching. Matthew uses the present tense in “John the baptizer arrives” and “this [John] is the one spoken about” to stress that John’s preaching starts the proclamation of the good news concerning “the reign of heaven,” a proclamation that will continue to the end (4:23; 9:35; 11:12; 24:14; 26:13). Indeed, just as Matthew made Joseph prototypical of Jesus’ disciples in the practice of righteousness (1:19), so he makes John prototypical of disciples in preaching—they too are to preach that “the reign of heaven has drawn near” (10:7)—and even prototypical of Jesus himself. For John “arrives” just as Jesus “arrives” later on (3:13); and what John preaches furthers the parallel with Jesus, because in 4:17 Jesus preaches the very same message: “Repent, for the reign of heaven has drawn near.” The word for “reign” can also mean “kingdom,” the sphere in which reigning takes place. But a kingdom hardly draws near, whereas the activity of reigning can be on the verge of happening, so that “reign” is a better translation here. As in 26:46–47, “has drawn near” means nearness as a result of arrival; and the nearness is spatial in addition to temporal because God is about to reign in the person, presence, and activity of Jesus (compare 26:46–47 again, where the spatial nearness of Judas Iscariot marks the temporal nearness of his giving Jesus over to his enemies). “Of heaven” substitutes for “of God” (compare the prodigal son’s saying to his father, “I’ve sinned against heaven and in your sight” [Luke 15:18, 21]) and connotes the majesty and universality of God’s reign inasmuch as heaven overarches the entire earth (compare Daniel 4). Furthermore, “of heaven” allows for Jesus as well as God the Father to reign (see 13:41; 16:28; 20:21; 25:31 for Jesus’ reign/kingdom).

John’s “preaching in the wilderness” matches “crying out in the wilderness” in the quotation of Isaiah 40:3. “Of Judea” shows that he’s preparing the Davidic territory of 2:1, 5–6, 22 for the Davidic Messiah. The passage in Isaiah predicts the return of Jewish exiles from Babylonia. Here the passage applies to the beginnings of a greater deliverance, but with emphasis on the straightness of the paths that constitute the way of the Lord, that is, the way of righteousness, on which he’ll save his people from their sins (1:21; 21:32). Whereas “the Lord” is God in Isaiah, then, here “the Lord” is Jesus, who is about to arrive on the scene. But according to 1:23 Jesus is “God with us,” so that the difference is inconsequential. At the end of the quotation “his” replaces Isaiah’s reference to God, because that reference could cause Matthew’s audience to think mistakenly of God in contradistinction to Jesus. “For the reign of heaven has drawn near” makes its nearness the reason for John’s audience to repent. “For this is the one spoken about” makes John’s identification with the one crying out in the wilderness a reason for Matthew’s audience to maintain their Christian belief that the events beginning with John’s preaching corresponded to ancient prophecy. “Through Isaiah” implies God as the source of the prophecy, and Isaiah as his mouthpiece. Making straight paths defines preparing the way of the Lord. Together they symbolize repenting. The dignity of Jesus as Lord calls for a road and paths that are straight and easily traveled, not like the twisting roads and paths in hilly, mountainous Israel.

3:4–6: And John himself [as distinguished from “the Lord”] had his clothing from camel’s hair and a leather belt [just a strip of hide] around his waist; and his nourishment was locusts and wild honey. John was no city-slicker in his clothing and diet. For they carry forward the preceding theme of a wilderness and characterize him as a prophet in the mold of Elijah, whose return was predicted in Malachi 4:5 (see 2 Kings 1:8 for a similar description of the Old Testament Elijah, and compare Matthew 17:11–12). Locusts and wild honey not only indicate a sparse diet appropriate to the wilderness, but also a specially holy one devoid of flesh from which blood has had to be drained (hence locusts) and devoid of wine (hence honey, which like wine is sugary but unlike wine is nonalcoholic). 5Then Jerusalem and all Judea [southern Israel, where Jerusalem was located] and all the region around the Jordan [River] were traveling out to him [in the wilderness] 6and were getting baptized by him in the Jordan River while confessing their sins. A wilderness was by and large devoid of human population—hence the need to “cry out” if anyone was to hear—but not necessarily devoid of vegetation. In fact, plenty of vegetation grew along the banks of the Jordan River. The sparsity of human population highlights by contrast the traveling of “Jerusalem and all Judea and all the region around the Jordan” (in the sense of their inhabitants) out to John. The large number indicated by these phrases anticipates the even larger numbers of people whom Jesus will attract to himself. The references to Jerusalem, Judea, and the region around the Jordan River imply that John was preaching and baptizing toward the southern end of the river, close to where it empties into the Dead Sea. Repentance led to baptism; and confession of sins accompanied baptism to verbalize repentance, which means a change of mind that results in a change of behavior. For baptism, see further the comments on Mark 1:4–5.

3:7–10: And on seeing many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to them, “Offsprings of vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath that’s going to come?
8Therefore [because of the necessity to repent if you want to avoid this wrath] produce fruit in keeping with repentance.
9And you shouldn’t think to say among yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as [our] father.’ For I tell you that God can raise up children [in the sense of offspring] for Abraham out of these stones [lying around here in the wilderness].
10And the axe is already lying at the root of the trees. Therefore every tree that’s not producing good fruit is being cut down and thrown into fire.” Pharisees and Sadducees composed the two leading factions in the Judaism of that period, though most Jews didn’t belong to any faction at all. In 16:1–4 Jesus will upbraid both groups just as John does here—a further parallel between John and Jesus that will tell Matthew’s audience to hang tough under persecution because Jesus really was the true heir of the prophet John and the fulfillment of his prophecy. “Many” helps explain why John responds to the Pharisees’ and Sadducees’ coming to his baptism. “To his baptism” carries a note of antagonism (compare, for example, 24:7, where the same preposition has the sense of “against”) and intimates that John refused to baptize them. “To his baptism” indicates that he baptized people rather than their baptizing themselves. His addressing the Pharisees and Sadducees with “offsprings of vipers” restrikes the note of antagonism and implies they hadn’t repented. Jesus will use the same epithet in 12:34; 23:33, so that the parallel between John’s and Jesus’ ministries will be extended yet again. “Who warned you . . . ?” isn’t the kind of question that calls for an answer. It means, “Since you haven’t repented, why are you coming to me for baptism?” The Pharisees and Sadducees want to avoid the wrath without repenting. This wrath consists in an outburst of divine anger that will purify the world of the ungodly in preparation for what Jesus later calls “the regeneration” (19:28; compare 13:36–43). “Going to come” indicates that the outburst is soon and sure. (For John’s audience, one thinks of the Jewish War against Rome that started in A.D. 66 and came to a climax with the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple in A.D. 70—a preview of the “great affliction” preceding Jesus’ second coming [24:15–41].)

To flee the coming wrath successfully requires repentance, a feeling sorry for one’s sins that shows itself in getting baptized while confessing those sins. “Fruit in keeping with repentance” means conduct that verifies repentance. Absence of right conduct falsifies repentance and makes baptism meaningless. The command to produce such fruit implies that the Pharisees and Sadducees haven’t produced it; and Abrahamic ancestry doesn’t substitute for it. As to their bloodline, they’re offsprings of Abraham. But as to their moral ancestry, they’re still offsprings of vipers. So they shouldn’t even “think” to encourage one another that they have a bloodline that’ll exempt them from the coming wrath. Much less should they actually encourage one another in this way. God doesn’t need them to fulfill his promise to Abraham that Abraham would have innumerable posterity (Genesis 13:16; 16:10). “For I tell you” and the proverbial deadness of stones magnify God’s ability to “raise up children for Abraham out of these stones.” “The axe” represents the coming wrath. “The trees” represent people. The axe’s “already lying at the root of the trees” means that God is taking aim with his wrath right now, so that there’s no time to lose in producing fruit in keeping with repentance. “At the root of the trees” means this is your last chance; for once the roots of a tree are cut, it can’t revive (as it could if a stump were left). Like the plural of “offsprings” and “trees,” “every tree” points both to individual judgment and to judgment that will spare no one who hasn’t demonstrated repentance in his conduct. “Not producing good fruit” means failure to behave in keeping with repentance. The wrath is so soon and sure to come that it might as well be bursting forth at the present time—hence, “is being cut down and thrown into fire.” The fire is the fire of hell (5:22; 18:8–9; 23:33; 25:41). And Jesus’ saying the same thing in 7:19 will extend the parallel with John still yet again.

John continues to speak in 3:11–12: “I, on the one hand, am baptizing you [plural] in water with reference to repentance [= as a sign and consequence of your repentance]. On the other hand, he who’s coming behind me is stronger than I [am], whose sandals I’m not qualified to carry away [= remove]. He [as distinguished from me] will baptize you in the Holy Spirit and fire,
12whose winnowing shovel [is] in his hand. And he’ll clean his threshing floor thoroughly and gather his wheat into the granary, but he’ll burn the chaff with inextinguishable fire.” John refused to baptize the Pharisees and Sadducees (3:7–10). Here he addresses people whom he is baptizing. So “you” no longer refers to the Pharisees and Sadducees. Emphasis falls on the coming one, who’ll turn out to be Jesus, as stronger than John in that the coming one will be able to do what John can’t, that is, baptize people in the Holy Spirit and fire. He’s coming “behind [John]” in both a spatial sense and a temporal sense. The temporal sense has to do with arriving on the public stage later than John. The lack of qualification to carry the coming one’s sandals arises out of John’s falling far short of the coming one’s ability to baptize people in the Holy Spirit and fire. On this baptism, the winnowing fork, the threshing floor, and so forth, see the comments on Luke 3:16–17. Matthew’s version has “his wheat,” which corresponds to “his [Jesus’] people” (1:21) and “my [Jesus’] church” (16:18; compare Jesus’ kingdom in 13:41; 16:28; 20:21, to which “his threshing floor” may correspond).

3:13–15: Then Jesus arrives from Galilee at the Jordan, [coming] to John to be baptized by him. “Then” spotlights that John has hardly spoken of the coming one before that one arrives. The present tense of “arrives” accents the arrival itself and advances the parallel between Jesus and John in that Jesus “arrives” here just as John “arrives” in 3:1. “To be baptized by him” makes baptism by John the very purpose of Jesus’ coming. Thus Jesus sets an example to be followed by those who become his disciples (compare 28:19: “disciple all nations by baptizing them . . .”). 14But John was trying to prevent him [from being baptized] by saying, “I have a need to be baptized by you [in the Holy Spirit]. And are you coming to me [to be baptized in mere water]?” (Or rather than translating with an astonished question, we could translate with an astonished exclamation: “And you’re coming to me!”) 15But answering, Jesus told him, “Permit [me to be baptized in water] right now, for to fulfill all righteousness in this way is proper for us.” Jesus’ insistence and “right now” emphasize the significance of this baptism as a model for Christian baptism: converts aren’t to delay this first step on “the way of righteousness” (21:32). “Is proper” denies any impropriety such as John feared. “To fulfill all righteousness” means that as an example to be followed, this baptism is the entirely right thing to do. It fulfills all the righteousness that the present occasion calls for, though not all the righteousness that other occasions as well as this one call for. “For us” brings the baptizer together with the baptizee in doing the entirely right thing (compare Jesus’ commanding the disciples to baptize converts [28:19]). Then he [John] permits him [Jesus]. We might have expected Matthew to write, “Then John baptized him” or “Then he [Jesus] got baptized.” But Matthew’s way of putting the matter accents John’s yielding to Jesus, the one stronger than he, so that John becomes an example to be followed in the doing with Jesus of what Jesus says is right and proper. The present tense of “permits” underscores John’s example alongside that of Jesus. It’s good to baptize as well as to get baptized.

3:16–17: And on getting baptized, Jesus immediately came up away from the water. That is, Jesus clambered up onto the river bank without confessing sins, as other baptizees did while they were still in the water (see 3:6). He had no sins to confess. And behold, heaven was opened; and he saw God’s Spirit descending, as if [the Spirit were] a dove, and coming on him.
17And behold, a voice out of heaven, saying, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I took delight.” The first “behold” underscores Jesus’ enduement with the Spirit, so that he can baptize others with the Spirit (for which see the comments on Mark 1:6–8). The second “behold” highlights the statement of the voice out of heaven. “Heaven was opened” echoes Ezekiel 1:1. “This is my beloved Son” echoes Psalm 2:7 in regard to a Davidic king. And “in whom I took delight” echoes Isaiah 42:1 in regard to the Servant of the Lord. Such echoes of Old Testament phraseology, scattered as they are throughout Matthew’s Gospel, serve to assure its audience that Jesus’ life and ministry conformed to the Old Testament and is thus confirmed by the Old Testament. “He saw God’s Spirit descending . . . and coming on him” makes Jesus aware of his enduement. Usually Matthew writes about the “Holy Spirit” (1:18, 20; 3:11; 12:32; 28:19). But here he writes about “God’s Spirit” for a trinitarian allusion: God, Jesus his beloved Son, and the Spirit of God (so too in 12:28). This allusion makes for continuity between Jesus’ baptism and Christian baptism in trinitarian terms (28:19) and in this way gives Jesus’ baptism stronger exemplary force. The Spirit’s “descending” complements Jesus’ “coming up away from the water.” “As if [the Spirit were] a dove” compares the descent to a dove’s fluttering down from the sky. “Coming on him” creates a correspondence between the Spirit and Jesus as “the coming one” of 3:11. “Coming on him” anticipates the quotation in 12:18 of Isaiah 42:1 for another echo of the Old Testament. “A voice out of heaven” that says, “This is my beloved Son,” implies the voice of Jesus’ heavenly Father (compare 7:21; 10:32–33 and so forth). “This is . . . in whom” makes what Jesus’ heavenly Father says about him a declaration of Jesus’ divine sonship to Matthew’s audience (not to John, for he has already shown awareness of Jesus’ identity [compare 17:5]). So just as Joseph owned Jesus as his legal son (1:25), God owns Jesus as his divine Son. “In whom I took delight” means that God took delight in Jesus’ getting baptized despite John’s attempt to deter him, and therefore that God will take delight in those who without delay follow Jesus in baptism, and do so despite the persecution that will ensue.

  

JESUS AS A MODEL OF OBEDIENCE TO DIVINE COMMANDS
 Matthew 4:1–11
 

This passage divides into an introduction to the temptation of Jesus (4:1), the first temptation (4:2–4), the second temptation (4:5–7), the third temptation (4:8–10), and the aftermath (4:11).

4:1: Then Jesus was led up [from the valley of the Jordan River] by the Spirit into the wilderness
to be tempted by the Devil. But Jesus was already in the wilderness; for 3:1–6 placed John, who baptized him, “in the wilderness.” So “into the [surrounding upland] wilderness” draws a parallel with the temptation of the nation of Israel in the wilderness of Sinai. “To be tempted” also means “to be tested,” because every temptation tests your resistance to sin, and every test tempts you to sin. Matthew drew earlier parallels between the history of Israel and Jesus’ life (see 2:15, 18 with comments). Here, the parallel has to do only with temptations in a wilderness, not with their outcomes. For where Israel failed her test by yielding to temptation, Jesus will pass his test by resisting temptation. This parallel and the earlier ones serve to assure Matthew’s audience that the life of Jesus follows Old Testament patterns as well as fulfilling Old Testament prophecies and that therefore they (the audience) should pass their own tests by resisting the temptation to recant under the pressure of persecution. “The Devil” means “the accuser.” If Jesus were to yield to temptation, the Devil would accuse Jesus to Jesus’ heavenly Father of being a disobedient Son. “By the Spirit . . . to be tempted by the Devil” makes the temptation the very purpose of the Spirit’s leading Jesus up into the wilderness, just as the Lord led Israel in the wilderness to test them. So far as the Lord and his Spirit are concerned, both Israel and Jesus are tested with temptations to see whether they’ll obey divine commands (see Deuteronomy 8:1–3, the last verse of which Jesus is about to quote). In parrying the Devil’s temptations, which in the first two instances will consist of commands (though conditional ones), Jesus will quote the divine commands that he is obeying; and all the quotations come from parts of Deuteronomy that have to do with the Lord’s testing Israel in the wilderness. As Jesus’ insistence on being baptized made an example for believers in him to follow, so his obedience to divine commands becomes for those believers an example of postbaptismal obedience, only in their case to his own commands as “God with us” (1:23; 28:19–20: “baptizing them . . . teaching them to keep all things, as many as they are, that I’ve commanded you”).

4:2–4: And on fasting forty days and forty nights, afterward he hungered.
3And on approaching [him], the tempter said to him, “If you’re God’s Son, say that these stones become loaves of bread.”
4But he, answering, said, “It’s written, ‘A human being shall not live on the basis of bread alone, but on the basis of every word proceeding out through God’s mouth [Deuteronomy 8:3].’ ” Matthew doesn’t say why Jesus fasted. So the accent falls on another parallel, this time between Moses and Jesus (as already in 2:13, 16, 20–21). As Moses fasted forty days and forty nights in the wilderness (Exodus 34:28; Deuteronomy 9:9), Jesus does too. Later he’ll instruct his disciples how to fast (6:16–18), so that his fasting becomes another example for them to follow. Matthew doesn’t say whether Jesus hungered during the forty days and forty nights as well as afterward. So the sole mention of hungering afterward simply prepares for the first temptation. Matthew switches from “the Devil” (4:1) to “the tempter,” so that the Pharisees, their disciples, the Sadducees, and the Herodians will all be playing a devilish role when they, too, “tempt” Jesus in 16:1; 19:3; 22:18, 35.

“If you’re God’s Son” flashes back to “This is my beloved Son” (3:17). The Devil isn’t tempting Jesus to doubt his divine sonship—rather, to use it for his own advantage, which would amount to disobeying his commission to “serve [others], even to give his life as a ransom in substitution for many [people]” (20:28). Since John the baptizer spoke of God’s raising up children for Abraham “out of these stones” (3:9), “say that these stones become loaves of bread” probably means that as God’s Son Jesus should ask his heavenly Father to turn the stones into loaves of bread. A loaf of bread in that culture was like what we call pita bread, and therefore resembled a stone. As a lone individual, Jesus needed only one loaf; but the tempter is quoted as using the plural, “these stones . . . loaves of bread,” which echoes John the baptizer’s reference to “these stones” when upbraiding the Pharisees and Sadducees (3:9). And in 16:11–12, where Jesus will warn against “the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees,” which is “the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees,” we read again about “loaves of bread” (plural). So here the tempter appears again as a type of the Pharisees and Sadducees. By quoting Deuteronomy 8:3, Jesus obeys God’s command that a human being subordinate living on the basis of bread to living on the basis of God’s every word. That is to say, Jesus pursues his role as “a human being” rather than capitalizing on being “God’s Son.” Living on the basis of bread alone means eating for physical survival. Living on the basis of God’s every word means obeying it for divine blessing and, ultimately, eternal life (compare 19:17). “Every word” calls for complete obedience (compare 28:20 again). So Jesus sets an example of complete obedience over against the disobedience of falsely professing Christians who’ll repeatedly be said in this Gospel to suffer eternal damnation with those who make no profession of belief in Jesus at all (see, for example, 24:45–51).

4:5–7: Then the Devil takes him along into the holy city and had him stand on the winglet of the temple
6and says to him, “If you’re God’s Son, throw yourself down; for it’s written, ‘He’ll command his angels concerning you; and on [their] hands they’ll lift you up lest you strike your foot against a stone [Psalm 91:11–12].’ ”
7Jesus said to him, “Again it’s written, ‘You shall not test out the Lord your God [Deuteronomy 6:16].’ ” The present tense in “takes him along” and “says to him” dramatizes this temptation, as though it’s taking place right in front of our eyes. Matthew calls Jerusalem “the holy city” because the temple was located there. That he’ll call Jerusalem “the holy city” again in 27:51b–53 suggests that the resurrection of “holy [= consecrated] people” who then appear to many people in that city after Jesus’ own resurrection will provide the demonstration of his divine sonship that the Devil tempts him to give here. “The winglet of the temple” probably refers to the southeast corner of its outer court, which drops off precipitously into the Kidron Valley. But there are other possibilities. In any case, Jesus’ throwing himself down would prove suicidal if God’s angels weren’t to catch him in midair. The Devil backs up his (conditional) command with a quotation of Psalm 91:11–12, which references a command of God to his angels. But the Devil omits the psalmist’s phrase “in all your paths,” because the deliberate throwing of yourself from a high perch wouldn’t correspond to accidental stumbling over a stone in your path (as in the psalm). (In 26:53–54 Jesus will say that if it weren’t for scriptural necessity that he suffer and die he could call successfully for angelic help to save him from a danger not of his own making.) Matthew introduces Jesus’ reply abruptly (“Jesus said to him”), as though to say Jesus has grown indignant with the Devil’s tempting him—a righteous kind of indignation. “Again it’s written” echoes this indignation and counters the Devil’s misquotation of the Old Testament with another, correct quotation that contains a divine command opposed to the Devil’s command. It’s that we shouldn’t test out God. He’s our examiner, not we his. The addition of “out” to “test” intensifies the prohibition. For a second time Jesus proves himself to be an example of postbaptismal obedience to divine commands.

4:8–10: Again the Devil takes him along [as he did in 4:5] to a very high mountain and shows him all the kingdoms of the world and their glory.
9And he said to him, “I’ll give you all these things if on falling down you’d worship me.”
10Then Jesus says to him, “Go away, Satan! For it’s written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and you shall do religious service for him alone [Deuteronomy 6:13].’ ” The present tense of “takes along” and “shows” makes vivid this climactic temptation. The mountain is “very high” to give Jesus an unimpeded view. “All” leaves none of the world’s kingdoms out of sight, and “their glory” adds high quality to high quantity. This time the Devil doesn’t issue a conditional command contrary to a divine command; rather, he makes a conditional offer. And it’s the condition, not the offer, that goes against a divine command. (The earlier condition, “If you’re God’s Son,” agreed with a divine declaration.) What a generous offer, too: “all these things”! But since they’re “of the world,” they stand in opposition to “the kingdom of heaven.” To get all the kingdoms of the world and their glory would be to get what the Devil presently rules, and therefore can give, as opposed to the world that God will regenerate and give as a single kingdom to his Son if his Son proves obedient (see especially 19:28; 25:31–46). As to the Devil’s condition, it’s that Jesus fall down and worship him just as the astrologers fell down and worshiped Jesus (2:11). Whereas an unemphatic past tense introduced this temptation (“And he [the Devil] said to him”), an emphatic present tense introduces Jesus’ retort (“Then Jesus says to him”). And whereas the Devil issued (conditional) commands in the first two temptations, now it’s Jesus who imperiously issues a command (“Go away, Satan!”). “For it’s written” makes the quotation of Deuteronomy 6:13 the reason for Jesus’ command. Just as he has put himself under the authority of Scripture, he now puts Satan under that same authority. In the quotation itself Jesus adds “alone” (not in the Old Testament text) to exclude Satan from sharing worship with God. As God’s Son, Jesus shares worship with him. Satan has no share in it, though. And Jesus addresses him with “Satan,” the Hebrew equivalent of “Devil,” perhaps to suit the following quotation from the Old Testament, originally written in Hebrew.

4:11: Then the Devil leaves him; and behold, angels approached and began serving him. So Satan obeys Jesus’ command, supported by Scripture, to go away. The obedience arises out of defeat, though, not out of devotion. The present tense of “leaves” highlights the departure. “Behold” then highlights the approach of angels and their starting to serve him. They serve him food (the usual meaning of “serve”) because he didn’t capitalize on his divine sonship to get bread for his hunger. As angels they serve him thus because he didn’t capitalize on his divine sonship by throwing himself down from the temple’s winglet so as to require their catching him in midair. And they serve him because he did capitalize on his divine sonship to make Satan go away. So Jesus stands as an example of the postbaptismal obedience that his disciples should emulate and as the issuer of new commands that they should obey just as even the Devil did (28:20). And the angels’ serving Jesus becomes an example for his disciples’ serving him through their kindnesses to the least of his brothers (25:31–46). Finally, this episode encourages Matthew’s audience to resist temptations (1) to benefit themselves in persecution; (2) to test God’s faithfulness to them in their persecutions; and (3) to avoid persecution by giving up the exclusive worship of the God who is with us in Christ (1:23).

  

GOING INTO GENTILE TERRITORY BECAUSE OF PERSECUTION
 Matthew 4:12–16
 

4:12–16: And on hearing that John had been given over [into prison], he [Jesus] withdrew into Galilee. For the time being, to avoid John’s fate Jesus withdrew from the wilderness of the Jordan, where John had been ministering and was imprisoned, to Jesus’ home territory of Galilee. Thus Jesus himself becomes an example of fleeing from persecution (10:23 [see 2:12–14, 22 for earlier uses of “withdrew” in the sense of avoiding persecution]). Matthew’s audience of persecuted Christians should follow suit. “Given over” stands for imprisonment but is used very often later in Matthew for Jesus’ being given over to his enemies (particularly by Judas Iscariot) and for the giving over of Jesus’ disciples to their enemies. So John’s fate prefigures the fates of Jesus and his disciples. 13And on leaving Nazareth, coming he settled in Capernaum, the seaside [city] in the borders of Zebulun and Naphtali [tribal territories],
14in order that what was spoken through Isaiah the prophet might be fulfilled, saying,
15“Land of Zebulun and land of Naphtali, [located] along the road of the sea [= toward the sea], across the Jordan, Galilee of the nations—16the people sitting in darkness have seen a great [= bright] light; and for the ones sitting in the region and shadow of death [= the region of death’s shadow, where death threatens]—for them light has risen [= dawned] [Isaiah 9:1–2].” See the comments on 1:22–23 for Matthew’s introduction to the quotation. He describes Capernaum as a seaside city in the borders of Zebulun and Naphtali to match the quotation. In Isaiah “the sea” refers to the Mediterranean Sea. Matthew transfers its reference to the Sea of Galilee (really a lake, but now called a sea by tradition). “Across the Jordan” is probably meant from the standpoint of John’s ministry on the east side of the Jordan River, so that “across the Jordan” would describe Galilee as west (as well as north) of the river. Though many Jews lived in Galilee and though Jesus will minister to them, the description of Galilee as “of the nations” makes Jesus’ ministry there prefigure his disciples’ making further disciples of “all nations” (28:19 [compare 8:11 and the four Gentile women in Jesus’ genealogy and the astrologers from the east in chapters 1–2]). He moves from Nazareth to Capernaum for the express purpose of conforming his ministry to Isaiah’s prophecy. And the rising of the light reminds us of Jesus’ star, which the astrologers saw “at its rising” (2:2, 9). The great and risen light is Jesus as the light of salvation for those otherwise headed for damnation in “the darkness farther outside” (8:12; 22:13; 25:30). Isaiah prophesied that northern tribes would see this messianic light first because they’d gone into exile first (some 135 years before the Judahites did). Matthew cites Jesus’ fulfillment of this prophecy to fortify Christians suffering persecution.

  

JESUS AS A MODEL DISCIPLER
 Matthew 4:17–25
 

Here Matthew gives a programmatic introduction to Jesus’ Galilean ministry. Jesus appears as a model discipler for those he’ll send to disciple all nations (28:19).

4:17–20: From then on Jesus began preaching and saying, “Repent, for the reign of heaven has drawn near.” See the comments on 3:2. 18And as he was walking around to the side of the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers—Simon, the one called Peter, and Andrew, his brother—casting a net into the sea. For they were fishermen. “Walking around” indicates the itinerant character of Jesus’ ministry and makes an example for his disciples to follow when he tells them to go disciple all nations (see 28:19 again). “Two brothers” isn’t necessary in view of the following identification of Andrew as “his [Simon Peter’s] brother.” But this redundancy helps make the biological brotherhood of Simon and Andrew represent the discipular brotherhood of all believers in Jesus (compare the comments on 1:2, 11). The word for “net” means a net with weights attached to its perimeter. When cast into the sea it would enclose fish as it sank to the bottom. Then the fishermen drew the weighted perimeter together to prevent the fish from escaping and raised the net containing the fish. 19And he says to them, “Here—behind me! And I’ll make you fishers of human beings.”
20And they, immediately leaving the nets, followed him. The present tense of “says” stresses Jesus’ command and prediction. Disciples of a teacher followed behind him instead of walking beside him, much less ahead of him. “Fishers of human beings” is a figure of speech for disciples of Jesus who make other disciples for him, as they should. The immediacy of Simon’s and Andrew’s leaving the nets and following him makes them an example of obeying Jesus without delay. Matthew’s Gospel puts great emphasis on obedience to Jesus’ commands, as opposed to what theologians call antinomianism—that is, the sort of disobedience that professing Christians often practice to keep themselves undistinguished from non-Christians and thus avoid persecution (among other reasons). Leaving the nets indicates the forsaking of an occupation for a vocation. The word for “nets” isn’t so specific as the word for “net”; and its plural number indicates that though Simon and Andrew had been casting one net into the water, they had others too. But they left them all, including the one still in the water.

4:21–22: And on going forward from there, he saw two other brothers, James the [son] of Zebedee and John his brother, preparing their nets in a boat with Zebedee their father. And he called them [James and John, not Zebedee as well]. “Two other brothers” reinforces the earlier representation of Christian brotherhood, this for the sake of mutual encouragement under the stress of persecution. “And he called them” summarizes the command and prediction addressed to the former pair of brothers. In other words, Jesus said the same thing to James and John as he’d said to Simon and Andrew. 22And they, immediately leaving the boat and their father, followed him. “Leaving the boat and their father” corresponds to Simon’s and Andrew’s having left their nets, and the immediacy of leaving stresses again the need to obey Jesus without delay (compare the comments on Mark 1:16–20).

4:23: And he was going around in the whole of Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom [called “the reign of heaven” in 3:2; 4:17; see the comments] and healing every kind of disease and every kind of ailment among the people. “Going around” prefigures again the itinerant evangelism that Jesus will send his disciples to do. “In the whole of Galilee” prefigures the worldwide extent of their itineration, especially since 4:15 described Galilee as being “of the nations,” and tells us that Jesus fulfilled Isaiah’s prophecy completely (4:14–16). Matthew has already drawn parallels between Jesus and Moses. “Teaching” starts another parallel in that Jesus instructs his listeners in synagogues, where the law of Moses was read every Sabbath. This parallel will come to full flower in the Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5–7). As often, “their synagogues” reflects the lamentable separation of church from synagogue by the time Matthew wrote. “Healing every kind of disease and every kind of ailment” rounds out the summary of Jesus’ activities in a way that makes them—the teaching, preaching, and healing—a pattern for Christians to follow. “Among the people” indicates a symbolic fulfillment of the prediction in 1:21 that Jesus will save his people from their sins. For salvation from physical diseases and ailments symbolizes salvation from sins (see Matthew’s use in 8:17 of Isaiah 53:4). “Every kind of disease and every kind of ailment” magnifies the symbolism.

4:24: And the news about him went off into the whole of Syria. And people brought to him all who were sick with various diseases and racked with pangs and demon-possessed and subject to seizures [epilepsy, for example] and disabled [in particular, unable to walk]. And he healed them. Matthew mentions Syria in anticipation of Jesus’ ministry to a Gentile woman who lived in the Phoenician part of Syria (15:21–28) and for the purpose of giving Jesus’ ministry among Galilean Jews (indicated by “their synagogues”) overtones of later evangelization of Gentiles. The mention of Syria also implies that those who on hearing about Jesus brought the afflicted to him must at least include Syrians. So Jesus’ Galilean ministry not only anticipates later evangelization of Gentiles. It also expands that ministry to include Gentiles, so that Jesus’ own ministry sets an example for his disciples’ ministry to Gentiles throughout the world (see 24:14 as well as 28:19). The length of the list of afflictions healed by Jesus adds emphasis to these ministries in both their literal and symbolic senses. The demon-possessed are “healed” in the sense that exorcism relieves them of the physical symptoms of such possession.

4:25: And many crowds followed him from Galilee and Decapolis and Jerusalem and Judea
and Transjordan [east of Jerusalem and the Jordan River]. “Many crowds” not only points up the success of Jesus’ ministry. In combination with the geographical designations that cover all parts of Israel except Samaria—the northwest (Galilee), the northeast (Decapolis, largely Gentile by the way), the southwest (Jerusalem and Judea), and the southeast (Transjordan)—“many crowds” also augurs well for the success of the disciples’ worldwide ministry and encourages them to engage in that “fishing expedition” despite persecution. The crowds’ “following Jesus” makes them his disciples, at least symbolically; for following Jesus characterized his first disciples, Simon and Andrew, James and John (4:20, 22). But as will come out later and repeatedly, Jesus’ disciples in Matthew are a mixture of the true and the false, of the genuine and the merely professing (for two examples, see 24:45–25:13), so that the many crowds anticipate the large, mixed church at Matthew’s time of writing.

  

THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT
 Matthew 5–7
 

The law of Moses is contained in the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Old Testament. To further the parallel begun in earlier chapters between Jesus and Moses, chapter 5 starts the first of correspondingly five great discourses of Jesus in this Gospel (see chapters 10, 13, 18, and 23–25 for the remaining discourses). He has just appeared as teacher, preacher, and healer (4:23); and Matthew has already indicated the content of Jesus’ preaching (4:17). Now he will detail Jesus’ teaching (chapters 5–7) and healing (chapters 8–9) in the order of their mention in the preceding summary (4:23).

THE ENCOURAGING WORD OF GOD AS TAUGHT BY THE GREATER MOSES TO HIS PERSECUTED DISCIPLES
 Matthew 5:1–10

 

5:1–2: And on seeing the crowds, he went up onto a mountain [as Moses went up onto Mount Sinai to receive and then promulgate the Law]; and when he’d sat down [that is, taken the posture that rabbis took to teach the Mosaic law], his disciples approached him.
2And opening his mouth he started teaching them, saying . . . . Since Jesus speaks to his disciples (by definition “learners”), we should take the Sermon on the Mount as instruction for discipleship, not as the good news of salvation or as a program for the social betterment of the world at large (though the world at large might well adopt such a program). And since at the conclusion of the Sermon on the Mount it’ll be said that “the crowds were awestruck at his teaching” (7:28), the disciples who approach him and whom he starts teaching here in 5:1 are the same crowds that were portrayed in 4:25 as disciples (a mixture again of the true and the false), not a smaller group that separated themselves from the crowds by following Jesus up the mountain. This portrayal exhibits Matthew’s desire to make Jesus’ teaching the Law to the crowds anticipate and symbolize the mission described in 28:19–20, where Jesus will order his original disciples to teach newly made disciples from all nations to obey “all things” that he has commanded them. And since he’s “God with us” (1:23) and human beings are to live “on the basis of every word proceeding out through God’s mouth” (4:4), what now proceeds out through Jesus’ mouth when he opens it are the very words of God, like the law of God promulgated through Moses on Mount Sinai. Thus Jesus as God incarnate and Jesus as the new and greater Moses merge.

5:3: “Fortunate [are] the poor in spirit, because
theirs
is the reign of heaven.” (Here and following, italics indicate points of emphasis and implication: “theirs rather than others’,” “they rather than others,” and so on.) The traditional translation, “Blessed,” is sometimes updated to “Happy.” But “Happy” wouldn’t fit those who in 5:4 “mourn”; and Jesus is stating a matter of fact, not a matter of what should be, as though the poor in spirit should be happy whether or not they are. So “Fortunate” is a better update to “Blessed.” “Poor in spirit” echoes the word of the Lord in Isaiah 66:2 and thus furthers the identification of Jesus’ words with the words of God, as in 5:2 with 4:4. Poverty in spirit means inward dependence on God by disciples who because of persecution have no outward means of support. The use of the third person (not “you” and “yours” but “they” and “theirs”) both here and in the following verses makes these beatitudes (as they are traditionally called) into statements that teach the characteristics and effects of true discipleship. “The reign of heaven” belongs to “the poor in spirit” in that though they’re persecuted now, someday they’ll share in reigning over the regenerated earth (compare 19:28; 25:21, 23, 28).

5:4: “Fortunate [are] those who are mourning [that is, grieving over their persecutions], because
they
will be comforted [when Jesus comes back and the reign of heaven fully takes over].” This beatitude echoes Isaiah 61:1–2.

5:5: “Fortunate [are] the meek, because
they
will inherit the earth [again, when Jesus comes back and the reign of heaven fully takes over].” “The meek” are those who suffer persecution without retaliating. This beatitude echoes Psalm 37:11.

5:6: “Fortunate [are] those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, because
they
will be sated.” But since they’re being persecuted “on account of righteousness [their own, that is (5:10)],” they’re already righteous; and Jesus will soon speak of “your righteousness” in addressing his disciples (5:20 [compare 1:19; 5:45; 10:41 and so on]). So the righteousness they hunger and thirst for is the righteousness of God in the sense of his vindication of them. They want him to do the right thing by way of rewarding them and punishing their persecutors. “They will be sated” alludes to being filled to satisfaction with divine vindication at the messianic banquet, which will take place when the reign of heaven fully takes over (compare 8:11–12; 22:1–10; 26:29). This beatitude echoes Isaiah 49:10; 61:1.

5:7: “Fortunate [are] the merciful, because
they
will be treated mercifully.” Now their persecutors treat them mercilessly, and in return they show only mercy toward their persecutors. So when the reign of heaven fully takes over, God will treat the merciful with mercy (and their persecutors without mercy, we might add from passages such as 23:29–36). This beatitude echoes Psalm 18:25.

5:8: “Fortunate [are] the pure in heart, because
they
will see God.” Great stress falls in Matthew’s Gospel on inward purity as opposed to a merely outward show of purity, piety, and the like (see, for example, 6:1–6, 16–18). For it’s only inward purity that can fortify a professing Christian against temptations to recant in times of persecution. “They will see God” when the reign of heaven fully takes over. To see him is to be brought into his glorious presence, as opposed to being thrown into outer darkness (for which see the comments on 4:16). This beatitude echoes Psalm 24:3–6.

5:9: “Fortunate [are] the peacemakers, because
they
will be called sons of God.” “The peacemakers” have their counterparts in those who persecute them (“people” who “hate you,” as Luke 6:22 puts it). They make peace with their persecutors. “They will be called sons of God” means that when the reign of heaven fully takes over, God will acknowledge them as his sons. (“Sons” functions generically here and thus includes females as well as males.) This beatitude echoes Psalm 34:14; Hosea 1:10.

5:10:
“Fortunate [are] those who’ve been persecuted on account of righteousness, because
theirs
is the reign of heaven.” As noted in connection with 5:6, here it’s not God’s righteousness but the disciples’ righteousness for which they’ve been persecuted. Literally, to be persecuted means to be pursued, to be hounded—hence the withdrawals that we’ve noted in earlier chapters and the later command to flee (10:23). This beatitude echoes Psalm 15:1–2; Isaiah 51:7. So every one of these beatitudes displays unity between the teaching of Jesus, who is “God with us” (1:23), and the words of God in the Old Testament. Repetition from the first beatitude of the promise, “theirs is the reign of heaven,” brings the series to a close (see further the comments on 5:3). The first four beatitudes emphasized the persecuted condition of Jesus’ disciples. The last four have emphasized the ethical qualities that characterize the persecuted. Accordingly, the first four end on the note of righteousness as divine justice, the last four on the note of righteousness as the disciples’ good conduct. So in these beatitudes we don’t have a gospel for the unevangelized, but words of encouragement for a suffering church.

THE DISCIPLES’ PERSECUTION AND MISSION IN THE WORLD
 Matthew 5:11–16

 

Though this passage begins with “Fortunate,” it doesn’t belong with the preceding series of beatitudes which begin the same way. For no longer do we read a “because”-clause right after the “Fortunate”-clause, and the person changes from third (“they,” “theirs,” and “those”) to second (“you” and “yours” in the plural). At this point, therefore, the term “Fortunate” simply forms a link between the beatitudes proper (5:3–10) and the following description of the persecutions to be endured by Jesus’ disciples because of their mission in the world (5:11–12). There follow two descriptions of that mission, the first under the figure of salt (5:13), the second under the related figures of a light, a city, and a lamp (5:15–16). These three subdivisions of the passage close, respectively, with an encouragement to rejoice, a warning, and an exhortation.

5:11–12: “Fortunate are you whenever people vilify you and persecute [you] and on account of me say every kind of evil thing against you, lying [when they do].
12Rejoice and be glad, because your reward in heaven [is] much. For in this way they persecuted the prophets before you.” Here persecution takes the form of verbal abuse in addition to physical pursuit. The redundancy of “vilify” and “say every kind of evil thing against you” magnifies the verbal abuse. So too does “every kind of.” “Lying” qualifies the verbal abuse to ensure that it’s undeserved. “On account of me” has the same purpose but qualifies physical pursuit as well as verbal abuse, corresponds to “on account of [disciples’] righteousness” in 5:10, and thus points to Jesus as the one whose teaching produces righteousness in those who obey it. The redundancy of “Rejoice and be glad” underlines the coming good fortune of those who suffer such abuses undeservedly. “Your reward” defines the good fortune as deserved, in contrast with the abuses. Since the meek “will inherit the earth” (5:5), “in heaven” doesn’t mean you’ll get your reward when you go to heaven. It means, rather, that your reward is already packaged in heaven, so to speak, and only awaits delivery when the reign of heaven fully takes hold on earth. “Much” describes the reward as quite sufficient to compensate even for the saying of “every kind of evil thing against you.” The similarity between the way people persecuted the Old Testament prophets and the way Jesus’ disciples are persecuted supplies the reason “your reward in heaven [is] much.” You’re being persecuted no less than and no differently from those ancient prophets, and you don’t doubt that their reward is much. In fact, some of you are prophets just as they were (10:41; 23:34). All in all, compare Genesis 15:1; Isaiah 51:7; 66:5.

5:13: “You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt is made foolish [in the sense of losing its saltiness], with what will it be made salty?” Implication: nothing can resalt the salt. “It’s no longer strong for anything [that is, capable of doing its job], except on being thrown out to be trampled by people.” “Earth” means “soil” and stands for the world of human beings (compare 5:14, 16). Behind this figure lies the ancient agricultural practice of using a light sprinkling of salt as fertilizer. So disciples in the world are like fertilizer in the soil. They’re capable of producing “fruit in keeping with repentance” (3:8), that is, “righteousness” (5:10) consisting in “good deeds” that contribute to others’ conversion (5:16). But salt can lose its saltiness through adulteration or leaching. As in the foregoing translation, the verb for losing saltiness literally means “to be made foolish.” Elsewhere in Matthew a foolish person is a falsely professing disciple (5:22 [with comments]; 7:26; 25:2–3, 8 [compare 23:17 for hypocrisy]). Here, then, for salt to be made foolish is for a disciple to be proved false in his profession. Persecution has a way of bringing out such falsity. “With what will it be made salty?” means that the falsity is irreversible. “It’s no longer strong for anything” means that because of its falsity the discipleship has lost its usefulness for converting others. “Except on being thrown out to be trampled by people” stands for being thrown out of the kingdom of heaven into eternal punishment (8:12; 22:13; 25:30, 46). (People threw refuse, like useless salt, into the street, where people walked.) So the last part of this verse warns against allowing persecution to cause apostasy from discipleship, for such apostasy puts one under an irrevocable sentence of judgment.

5:14–16: “You are the light of the world.” In other words, you disciples are like the sun, which illuminates the whole world. “A city situated on a mountaintop can’t be hidden.” For easier defense, many ancient cities were built on mountaintops or, by modern standards, hilltops. 15“Neither do people light a lamp and place it under a basket [used for measuring and equivalent to almost 1/4 bushel or eight quarts], but on a lampstand; and it gives lamplight to all those in the house.
16In this way your light is to give lamplight in people’s presence, so that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.” The light of the sun is visible to all throughout the world. A city situated on a mountaintop is visible to all in the vicinity. And the light of a lamp placed on a lampstand is visible to all in the house. Despite the threat and actuality of persecution, Jesus says, you must behave as a disciple out in the open, where your discipleship is visible. No hiding it to save your neck. Your discipleship consists in doing good deeds as defined by Jesus’ teachings. Given the emphasis on mercy and neighborly love in 9:13; 12:7; 19:19; 22:39 and elsewhere, “good deeds” means especially works of charity. So the doing of good deeds is to back up the proclaiming of good news. “And glorify your Father in heaven” requires that the motive for the doing of such deeds be not for your own glory (6:1–18; 23:5) but for the glory of God the heavenly Father, whose “sons” are “the peacemakers” (5:9). But how do nondisciples who see your good deeds glorify him? By becoming disciples themselves as a result of the good deeds that back up the proclamation of good news. There comes about, then, a chain reaction of disciples’ making disciples who make even further disciples, and so on. “Of the world,” “on a mountaintop,” “to all those in the house,” and “in this way” point forward to Jesus’ telling the disciples to go disciple “all nations” (28:19).

THE AFFIRMATION OF THE OLD TESTAMENT IN JESUS’ TEACHING OF THE LAW AND FULFILLMENT OF THE PROPHETS
 Matthew 5:17–20

 

5:17–18: “You shouldn’t think that I’ve come to tear down the Law or the Prophets. I haven’t come to tear down [the Law]—rather, to fulfill [the Prophets].
18For amen I tell you, till heaven and earth pass away, by no means will a single iota or a single horn pass away from the Law till all things have happened.” “The Law and the Prophets” comprise the first two sections of the Hebrew Old Testament from which passages were read every Sabbath. But the use of “the prophet” in 13:35 to introduce a citation from the third and final section (the Writings, read during festivals) suggests that “the Law and the Prophets” may include also that third section by implication. In 5:17 and 7:12 references to the Law and the Prophets bracket Jesus’ teaching of the Law, which makes up the main body of the Sermon on the Mount. Here the portrayal of Jesus as the new and greater Moses attains its greatest clarity. To tear down is, literally, to “loosen down,” as in the loosening of stones from each other so as to bring down a building or a wall. To tear down the Law would be to teach against it by word and example. To tear down the Prophets would be not to fulfill their prophecies (in the sense of their predictions). The second reference to not tearing down relates in particular to the Law, and the following reference to fulfillment relates in particular to the Prophets. The redundancy of “I haven’t come to tear down” after “You shouldn’t think that I’ve come to tear down” puts enormous emphasis on the necessity that disciples of Jesus obey the Law as taught by him, and that they do so despite the temptation to disregard and disobey it for the sake of avoiding persecution.

“Amen” is a term of strong affirmation. “For amen I tell you” therefore gives strong affirmation of the continuing validity of the Law as taught by Jesus and of the continuing validity of the Prophets as fulfilled by him. Their continuing validity forms the basis of his teaching and actions. “By no means” intensifies the denial of having come for a dismantling operation. “Pass away from the Law” relates in particular to Jesus’ teaching. It will interpret the Law correctly. “Till all things have happened” relates in particular to Jesus’ deeds. They’ll fulfill the Prophets truly. So the phrases swing back and forth between Jesus’ teaching of the Law and his fulfilling of the Prophets. “Iota” refers to the smallest letter in the Greek alphabet (and by Jesus’ time the Hebrew Old Testament had been translated into Greek). We don’t know for sure what a “horn” represents. It could represent the smallest letter in the Hebrew alphabet, shaped like a horn, or a little hook or extension of a stroke that distinguishes some letters from similar ones. In any case, “a single iota or a single horn” stresses the validity of the Law down to its finest details—but, again, as taught and fulfilled by Jesus. “Till heaven and earth pass away” doesn’t mean that heaven and earth will pass away and that the Law and the Prophets will then lose their validity. It means instead that so long as anything exists, the Law and the Prophets will retain their validity.

5:19–20: “Therefore [because of the continuing validity of the Law as taught by Jesus] whoever tears [down] a single one of these least commandments and teaches people in this way [= by way of words and example that teach against it] will be called least in the kingdom of heaven. But whoever does and teaches [these least commandments]—this person will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.
20For I tell you that unless your righteousness abounds more than [that] of the scholars and Pharisees [abounds], by no means will you enter the kingdom of heaven.” Since Jesus is talking to his professing disciples, “whoever” means anybody within their circle. Thus his having come not to tear down the Law provides for Christian teachers a positive example of what not to do. Here the verb for dismantling lacks the element of “down” (contrast the comments on “loosen down” in 5:17), because Jesus is dealing with only one commandment rather than with the many commandments whose loosening would result in a teardown of the building- or wall-like Law. “A single one of these least commandments” stresses the importance of every commandment in detail. “These least commandments” heightens the stress by referring back to “a single iota or a single horn [of the Law]” (5:18). No resting easily in the so-called spirit of the Law, or even in the pervasive principle of love alone (compare especially 23:1–3; 28:20). “Will be called least in the kingdom of heaven” and “will be called great in the kingdom of heaven” look forward to a time when heaven’s reign takes full control of the world (compare 6:10). “Will be called least” and “will be called great” mean to be least and to be great and recognized as such. “Will be called least” and “will be called great” imply varying ranks in the kingdom, variations depending on the degree of adherence in word and deed to the Law as taught by Jesus. With poetic justice those guilty of some nonadherence will be called least in the kingdom. At a certain undefined and therefore scary point, however, nonadherence reaches a degree that causes exclusion from the kingdom (see 7:15–23 as well as later passages). “Will be called great” may also play on the literal meaning of “rabbi,” that is, “my great one” (see 23:7–8; 26:25 for “rabbi”).

“For I tell you” makes the following statement an emphatic reason to keep from tearing down any part of the Law and, on the contrary, to practice and teach it in detail. “Your righteousness” arises out of and consists in your adherence to the Law as taught by Jesus. Such adherence will produce a righteousness that surpasses that of the scholars and Pharisees, and entrance into the kingdom even at the lowest rank (because of some nonadherence) requires a righteousness superior to theirs. If mere entrance requires so much, greatness requires even more—that is, adherence to all the least commandments too. Not all scholars belonged to the Pharisaical faction in Judaism, and not all Pharisees took the scholars’ role of teaching the Law. But the associating of the scholars with the Pharisees arises out of the dominance of the Pharisees among the scholars, out of the Pharisaical scholars’ providing the main source of opposition to Jesus, especially on questions of the Law, and out of Matthew’s desire to distinguish the disciples of Jesus as scholars who teach Jesus’ interpretation of the Law from the Pharisaical scholars (see 8:19; 13:52; 23:34 for the disciples as scholars).

THE RIGHTEOUSNESS WHICH SURPASSES THAT OF THE SCHOLARS AND PHARISEES
 Matthew 5:21–48

 

This passage contains six sayings starting with “You have heard that it was said” and, after a quotation of the Law, continuing with Jesus’ interpretation, starting with “But I tell you.” The sayings are traditionally called “the Antitheses.” But this designation seems to imply that after stoutly affirming the Law in 5:17–20, Jesus contradicts it. We’ll see on the contrary that he escalates it. He takes the Law up to the goal toward which it was already headed, so that we should stop calling these sayings “the Antitheses” and perhaps start calling them “the Culminations.”

5:21–22: “You have heard that it was said to the ancients, ‘You shall not murder [Exodus 20:13; Deuteronomy 5:17],’ and whoever murders shall be subject to the judgment.
22But I tell you that everyone who’s angry with his brother shall be subject to the judgment. And whoever says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ shall be subject to the Sanhedrin [the Jewish Supreme Court]. And whoever says [to his brother], ‘You fool,’ shall be subject to the gehenna of fire.” “You have heard” refers to the reading of the Law in synagogues Sabbath by Sabbath. “That it was said” refers to God’s speaking the Law (see Deuteronomy 5:4, 17, 22). “To the ancients” references the Israelites to whom God addressed the Law at Mount Sinai. “His brother,” which occurs twice and is implied a third time, carries forward the theme of Christian brotherhood begun as early as 1:2, 11 (see the comments on those verses) and limits Jesus’ interpretation to interpersonal relations among his disciples. “Angry” denotes an inward feeling. He portrays this feeling as issuing in the addressing of a fellow disciple with “Raca” (an Aramaic epithet meaning “empty person,” rather like our epithets “empty suit” and “airhead”) and with the epithet “fool.” Elsewhere in this Gospel “fool” refers to someone who professes discipleship falsely (7:26; 23:17; 25:2–3, 8; compare the comments on 5:13). “Raca” appears to be a variation on “fool” and therefore to carry the same meaning. Though it’s sometimes necessary for a church to make the judgment that one of their members should be treated as a false disciple (18:15–17), Jesus here prohibits the private expression of such a judgment (compare 7:1–5; 13:24–30, 36–43, 47–50). “The judgment” prescribed in the Old Testament for a murderer consisted in capital punishment imposed by a court of fellow Israelites (Numbers 35:9–21, 29–31 [compare Deuteronomy 17:8–13]). “The judgment” predicted by Jesus for a professing disciple who angrily declares a fellow disciple false—that judgment consists in eternal punishment (“the gehenna of fire” or, as we’d say, “hellfire”) imposed by God’s high court (symbolically called “the Sanhedrin”). So such disrupters of fellowship among Christian brothers will find themselves eternally doomed as the very kind of false disciples they’d accused others of being. Consequently, we don’t have here a principle of legal justice for the whole body politic. Jesus isn’t proscribing anger because it might lead to murder in society at large; rather, he’s making anger and its offspring within the brotherhood of disciples to be offenses just as grave as murder outside the brotherhood. “Everyone” and the two occurrences of “whoever” disallow any exceptions. “Gehenna” referred at first to the Valley of Hinnom, a ravine on the south side of Jerusalem where fire-worship of the god Moloch and child-sacrifice took place and where refuse was burned. Out of that use developed a metaphorical use for hell, the place of fiery punishment for the wicked in an afterlife.

5:23–24: “Therefore [because of the foregoing warnings] if you [singular] were to be offering your gift at the altar [of the temple in Jerusalem] and there remembered that your brother [= fellow disciple] has something against you,
24leave your gift there in front of the altar and go. First get reconciled to your brother; and then, on coming [to the altar], proceed to offer your gift.” A command to brotherly reconciliation naturally follows the warnings against anger and verbal abuse. Thus Jesus escalates the prohibition of murder (5:21) not only to avoidance of anger and verbal abuse (5:22) but also to appeasement of a fellow disciple’s anger. Without reconciliation a gift offered at the altar lacks acceptability to God. This principle holds right through the shift from offerings at the temple in Jesus’ day to other forms of worship in the time of the church.

To illustrate the necessity of reconciliation between disciples at odds with each other, Jesus now portrays an insolvent debtor whose only hope lies in coming to an agreement with his creditor before landing in a debtors’ prison. 5:25–26: “Reach good terms with your opponent [in a lawsuit] quickly, [that is,] while you’re with him on the way [to court], lest the opponent give you over to the judge, and the judge [give you over] to the bailiff, and you be thrown into prison.” In other words, settle out of court. “Quickly” and its specification, “while you’re with him on the way,” emphasize the need for a disciple who has committed a fault against another disciple to achieve reconciliation with the other disciple immediately. 26“Amen I tell you [still singular], by no means will you come out of there till you’ve given back the last quadrans [a Roman coin worth about 1/4 cent, or 1/64 of a manual laborer’s daily wage].” But in prison you can’t earn money to pay back your debt! So like anger (5:21–22), failure to make things right with a brother in the church falsifies your profession of discipleship and lands you in hell, the prison of eternally hopeless debtors, that is, of sinners (compare the calling of sins “debts [of a moral sort]” in the Lord’s Prayer [6:12], and note the wordplay between “give . . . over” and “give back”). Since you can’t earn any money in prison, “the last quadrans” joins the minimal value of a quadrans to accent the eternality of punishment in hell. “Amen I tell you” and “by no means” add a double accent on this much-to-be avoided punishment. Jews didn’t throw debtors into prison, though. So Jesus uses this cruel practice of Gentiles to shock his Jewish disciples concerning eternal punishment for false discipleship. Persecution brings out the falsity of some disciples’ profession just as it brings out the truth of other disciples’ profession.

5:27–30: “You [plural] have heard that it was said, ‘You [singular] shall not commit adultery [Exodus 20:14; Deuteronomy 5:18].’
28But I tell you [plural] that every [man] who looks at a woman so as to lust after her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” “Every [man]” leaves no room for exceptions—even, or especially, of professing disciples. On the one hand, Jesus isn’t condemning the natural desire of a man for a woman (see 19:5–6). On the other hand, Jesus does escalate the Mosaic prohibition by condemning the leering look. In the Bible, adultery means having sex with somebody else’s spouse, here with another man’s wife. Like irreconciliation with your fellow disciple and like adultery in the flesh, adultery in the heart (we’d say, in the mind) will land you in hell: 29“And if your right eye causes you to stumble [into the inward adultery of lustful looking], gouge it out and throw [it] away from you [singular]. For it’s advantageous to you that one of your [body] parts perish and not your whole body be thrown into gehenna [for which see the comments on 5:22].
30And if your right hand causes you to stumble [into self-gratification of your lust for another man’s wife], cut it off and throw [it] away from you. For it’s advantageous to you that one of your [body] parts perish and not your whole body go away into gehenna.” What irony! Eyesight is supposed to keep you from stumbling. But though it does keep you from physical stumbling, it can cause you to stumble morally. And your hand is supposed to steady you (with the use of a walking stick, for example) so as not to stumble physically. But it can cause you to stumble morally. Since most people are right-handed, Jesus chooses the right hand as the one most liable to cause moral stumbling. And on the supposition that the right eye is stronger than the left one just as the right hand is stronger than the left, Jesus also chooses the right eye as the most liable to cause moral stumbling. (We could replace “stumble” with “fall into a trap,” for Jesus’ verb carries both meanings.) Alongside a death penalty, the loss of just one eye or hand—even the right one—seems preferable. How much more preferable alongside a whole-bodied eternity in hell. (Assumed is resurrection of the body for those who’ve died in the meantime.) True discipleship, then, will show itself through sexual self-discipline in the heart as well as in act. Gouging out and cutting off suffice for riddance of the offending eye and hand, so that the two additional occurrences of “and throw [it] away” underscore the absolute necessity of self-discipline.

The topic of adultery leads naturally to that of divorce. 5:31–32: “And it was said, ‘Whoever would divorce his wife is to give her a [written] dismissal [Deuteronomy 24:1].’
32But I tell you that everyone who except for the reason of sexual immorality [in her case (again see Deuteronomy 24:1)] divorces his wife makes her to be adulterated [by another man’s marrying her when she really belongs to her first husband, sexually speaking, its being assumed that another man will marry her]. And whoever marries a divorced [woman] adulterates himself [by having sex with a woman who, again sexually speaking, still belongs to her first husband].” The Mosaic law didn’t prohibit divorce, but according to Jesus it did require a husband who divorced his wife to give her a written dismissal so that he couldn’t later accuse her of desertion. (Jewish women didn’t have the right to divorce their husbands.) Jesus escalates this discouragement of divorce to a nearly exceptionless prohibition of divorce in that apart from the exception, divorce entails adultery through remarriage. “Except for the reason of sexual immorality” means that it won’t be the wife’s first husband who makes her to be adulterated by divorcing her. She has already been adulterated. But emphasis falls on the responsibility of husbands not to put their unadulterated wives in a position that pretty much dooms them to adulteration by remarriage out of economic necessity. The passive voice in “be adulterated” reflects male dominance in Jewish marital culture. Strikingly, on the other hand, the man who marries a divorcée adulterates himself whether or not he himself is divorced.

5:33–37: “Again you [plural] have heard that is was said to the ancients [see the comments on 5:21], ‘You [singular] shall not break an oath [Leviticus 19:12],’ ‘and you shall give back to the Lord your oaths [by carrying them out, for they are verbal debts owed to him] [Psalm 50:14].’
34But I tell you [plural] not to swear [an oath] at all—neither by heaven, because it’s ‘the throne’ of God [Isaiah 66:1],
35nor by the earth, because it’s ‘the footstool of his feet [Isaiah 66:1 again],’ neither by Jerusalem, because it’s ‘the city of the great king [= God, whose temple is located in Jerusalem though his reign originates in heaven (Psalm 48:2)].’
36Neither should you [singular] swear [an oath] by your head, because you can’t make a single hair white or black.
37But [in contrast with swearing oaths] your word is to be ‘Yes, yes; no, no.’ What’s in excess of these [words by way of oaths] is
from the evil one [= the Devil].” Here Jesus escalates the Mosaic requirement that oaths be carried out up to the requirement of such absolute truth-telling that oaths become wrong, not just unnecessary. Jesus doesn’t base his prohibition on the need for credibility apart from oath-taking. He bases it on the detraction from God’s majesty in oath-taking. Note, for example, the designation of God as “the great king.” Never mind the vulgarizing of his name by an oath taken in it. Substitutions for his name also detract from his majesty in that they stand in association with him because of his universal authority. Over your head he has an authority that even you yourself don’t have. Jesus’ borrowing expressions from the Old Testament shows him conforming his words as Immanuel, “God with us” (1:23), to the ancient, written word of God. The doublings of “yes” and “no” either emphasize truth-telling without oaths or require truth-telling without oaths on successive occasions, or do both. The attribution to the Devil as “the evil one” of “what’s in excess of these [words, ‘Yes, yes; no, no’]” makes oath-taking itself evil and therefore off-limits for Jesus’ true disciples. Thus he brings the old strictures against careless oaths to culmination in a prohibition of oaths as such. “At all” makes the prohibition absolute.

5:38–42: “You [plural] have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye’ and ‘a tooth for a tooth [Exodus 21:24; Leviticus 24:20; Deuteronomy 19:21].’
39But I tell you not to resist [that is, fight back against] the evil one [= the Devil, as in 5:37, but as represented in your persecutors]. Rather, whoever slaps you [singular] on your right cheek—turn to him also the other [cheek].
40And to the one wanting to sue you and take your tunic [= inner robe]—let him [have your] cloak [= outer robe] too.
41And whoever requisitions you for one mile—go with him two [miles].
42Give to the one asking you [for something of your own, as poverty-stricken beggars do (6:1–4)], and you shouldn’t turn away from the one wanting to borrow from you.” Not only did the so-called law of retaliation, quoted by Jesus from the Mosaic law, have the purpose of working for justice by demanding that wrongdoers be punished (see especially Deuteronomy 19:15–21). It also had the purpose of working against cruelty by demanding that punishments match crimes rather than exceed them. For punishments often did exceed crimes in ancient cultures. Jesus escalates this latter purpose to the height of what can be summarized as the very meekness before the cruel and generosity toward the needy that he himself exemplified (11:28–30 [compare 5:5]). “Your right cheek” implies that a disciple should take meekly a backhanded slap by a right-handed person despite the specially insulting character of that kind of slap, which drew double the fine for a slap with the open palm. “Turn to him also the other [cheek]” indicates that even the worst insult doesn’t exhaust Jesus’ demand for meekness. An opponent in court couldn’t sue you for your cloak, because the Mosaic law prohibited the keeping of someone else’s cloak beyond sunset. For at nighttime a cloak provided the warmth of a blanket (Exodus 22:26–27; Deuteronomy 24:12–13). But Jesus demands of his disciples that they go so far as to let go even what is legally their inalienable right to retain. Requisitioning for one mile reflects the practice of soldiers’ forcing nonsoldiers to carry gear for them (compare 27:32). Some of Jesus’ phraseology echoes Isaiah 50:6, 8, especially in its Greek version (compare the comments on 5:33–37). Unlike a beggar, the borrower has an obligation to pay back what he borrowed. So Jesus commands generosity both in giving to people so needy that they can’t pay back and in lending to those who can.

5:43–48: “You [plural] have heard that it was said, ‘You [singular] shall love your neighbor [Leviticus 19:18],’ and you shall
hate your enemy [a paraphrase of Psalm 139:21–22 that takes the psalmist’s statements, ‘Do I not hate those who hate you, O Lord? . . . I hate them with perfect hatred; I count them my enemies,’ as a scriptural example meant to be emulated (compare Deuteronomy 30:7; Psalm 26:5)].
44But I tell you [plural], love your enemies and pray for the ones persecuting you,
45so that you may become sons of your Father in heaven, because he makes his sun rise on evil [people] and good [people] and makes it rain on righteous [people] and unrighteous [people]. The growth of crops requires both sunshine and rain. 46For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have [awaiting you]?” Answer: none, for mere entrance into the kingdom requires abounding in righteousness even more than the scholars and Pharisees do (5:20). “Even the tax collectors do the same, don’t they?
47And if you greet only your brothers [= fellow disciples], what extra are you doing? Even the Gentiles do the same, don’t they?
48Therefore [since disciples have to do a lot more than the tax collectors and Gentiles do] you shall be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect [compare Deuteronomy 18:13: ‘You shall be perfect before the Lord your God’].” The parallel between “your enemies” and “the ones persecuting you” shows that your enemies are those who persecute you because of your discipleship (compare Deuteronomy 30:7 again: “on your enemies and on those who hate you, who persecuted you”). So “your neighbor” means by contrast your fellow among God’s persecuted people (Israel in the Old Testament, the church in the New Testament). But Jesus escalates the law of loving your fellow among God’s persecuted people to a law of loving your hostile persecutors. Thus even perfect hate fades into oblivion along with those other features of the Old Testament law that let anger and lust go unpunished and allowed merciless divorce, oaths, and standing up for your rights. Such features didn’t have their origin in God’s will so much as they accommodated people’s hardheartedness (compare 19:8). The Old Testament center of gravity lay in counteractive tendencies that Jesus carries out fully for the new time of the kingdom.

“Love” means “do good to,” not merely “feel good toward.” “So that you may become sons of your Father in heaven” means “so that you may prove yourselves to be his sons.” Like father, like son. So the heavenly Father’s blessing with sunshine and rain evil, unrighteous people, whose Father he is not, as well as good, righteous people, whose Father he is, provides the reason why behavior similar to his is required to prove your sonship to him. Tax collectors were notorious for their dishonesty and Gentiles for their idolatry and immorality, so that to do no more than they do by way of loving and greeting people doesn’t meet the requirement for entrance into the kingdom. (Greetings didn’t consist in a bare “Hello,” but included expressions of desire for the welfare of the person greeted.) The perfection that Jesus commands is a perfection of love in that he escalates both the Old Testament command to love a neighbor and the Old Testament’s prescriptive example of hating enemies perfectly—he escalates them to the requirement of loving even your enemies, the ones persecuting you.

THE TEACHING OF JESUS THE SAGE
 Matthew 6:1–7:27

 

Just as the expression “your righteousness” stands at the head of the legislative part of the Sermon on the Mount (see 5:20 with 5:21–48), that same expression here in 6:1 marks a fresh start for the sermon’s final section, 6:1–7:27. In it we read no quotations from the Old Testament with Jesus’ teaching attached. Their absence contrasts sharply with the many such quotations in 5:21–48. So Jesus now appears as the supreme sage, who after expounding the Law now teaches the wisdom of righteousness (see especially 7:24–27). The subsection 6:1–7:12 consists of prohibitions. They start with a general prohibition of ostentation in religious practices (6:1). Following are particular prohibitions of ostentation in almsgiving (6:2–4), in praying (6:5–15), and in fasting (6:16–18). Each of these prohibitions mentions the ironic results of ostentation and concludes with the proper way to practice righteousness. Next we read a prohibition of hoarding earthly wealth (6:19–21), with related references to greed (6:22–23) and anxiety (6:24–34), and a prohibition of judging (7:1–12). The sermon ends with a command to practice righteousness despite the fewness of righteous people (7:13–14), in contrast with false prophets (7:15–23), and like a wise man (7:24–27).

Against Ostentation
 Matthew 6:1–18


6:1: “But take precaution not to perform your righteousness before human beings for the purpose of being observed by them. Otherwise you don’t have a reward [awaiting you] alongside your Father in heaven.” This criticism of religious ostentation doesn’t contradict the command in 5:14–16 to do good deeds before other people. For there Jesus was concerned with the temptation to hide your discipleship in order to escape persecution (compare 5:10–12), and he took care to command the doing of good deeds for the glory of your Father in heaven. Here he prohibits the doing of good deeds for your own glory. For “a reward [awaiting you] alongside your Father in heaven,” see the comments on 5:11–12.

Prayer, fasting, and almsgiving formed the three main pillars of Jewish piety. Jesus first takes up almsgiving (sharing your wealth with the poor) and then steps back for prayer and fasting. 6:2–4: “Therefore [since religious ostentation will keep your heavenly Father from rewarding you] when you’re performing almsgiving, you shouldn’t have a trumpet sounded before you, as indeed the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the lanes so that they may be glorified [= honored/admired] by human beings [as distinguished from God, alongside whom they otherwise might have a reward awaiting them]. Amen I tell you, they have their reward in full [in the form of glorification by the human beings who see them performing almsgiving ostentatiously].” Jesus doesn’t forbid almsgiving as such; rather, he prohibits publicizing it with the fanfare of a trumpet. We have no evidence that any Jews had a trumpet blown ahead of them as they went to dispense charity, though. So the prohibition probably carries a bitingly sarcastic hyperbole: it’s as though the hypocrites had trumpets blown ahead of them. Since the synagogues were houses where people were supposed to glorify God, “in the synagogues” sharpens the sarcasm of trumpeting almsgiving there so that attenders would glorify the almsgiver. “In the lanes” sharpens the sarcasm further in that the hypocrites look for their own glorification even in narrow streets. They’re not satisfied to have the crowds attending synagogues glorify them. They milk glory also from the few to be found in what we might call the back alleys of town. “Hypocrites” means “actors” and here refers to acting in pretense of concern for the needy when the real concern is for admiration from other human beings. The hypocrites receive their reward in full when they get that admiration, which is what they wanted in the first place. But they’ll get no reward from God, for “have in full” appears in commercial language and on receipts of the New Testament period with the meaning “Paid in full.” “Amen I tell you,” which means something like “Mark my words!” underlines the point. 3“And when you’re performing almsgiving, your left [hand] is not to know what your right [hand] is performing,
4so that your almsgiving may be in secret.” That is to say, the charitable gift should be slipped unobtrusively to a beggar with the right hand alone (most people being right-handed), not offered with both hands so as to attract the attention of people nearby. Thus the almsgiving can take place secretly even in public places haunted by beggars and populated by others. “And your Father, the one who [unlike your earthly father] sees in secret, will give back to you [what you doled out in charity, and he’ll do so by way of rewarding you in the hereafter].”

6:5–6: “And when you’re praying, you shall not be like the hypocrites, because they love to pray standing [the normal posture for prayer] in the synagogues and at the corners of broad [streets] so that they may appear to human beings [as praying]. Amen I tell you, they have their reward in full.” “You shall not be” issues a prohibition, not a prediction. But Jesus doesn’t prohibit standing and praying in public as such. Instead, he prohibits doing so for the purpose of being heard by other human beings rather than by God. “Love” highlights this hypocritical purpose. Along with the synagogues, the intersections of wide streets provide a maximum number of admiring human auditors. 6“But you—when you’re praying, go into your storeroom and, on locking your door [compare 2 Kings 4:33; Isaiah 26:20], pray to your Father in secret. And your Father, the one who sees in secret [see the comments on 6:4], will give back to you [what glory you lost by praying in secret].” Ordinarily, your storeroom had the only lockable door in the house. Thus privacy demanded the use of that room. Private prayer ought to be secret so as to avoid being corrupted by the desire for public admiration.

Ostentation in prayer also takes the form of wordiness. So Jesus speaks against wordiness by comparing it to pagan babbling. 6:7–8: “And when praying you shouldn’t babble ineffectually as indeed the Gentiles [do], for they suppose that they’ll be heeded in their much speaking.” Gentiles larded their prayers with long lists of divine names and hoped that at least one of the names might prove effective for an answer to their prayer. (Knowing the name of a god and pronouncing it correctly was supposed to give a certain power to manipulate the god.) Jesus describes the practice as ineffectual. 8“Therefore [because of the false supposition] you shouldn’t be like them [in your praying]. For your Father knows the things you have need of before you ask him [for them].” Since he already knows your needs, in other words, “much speaking” will only bore him.

6:9–10: “You [in contrast with the Gentiles] therefore [because of your Father’s foreknowledge]—pray in this way: ‘Our Father, the one in heaven [as distinguished from earthly fathers to highlight his majesty], your name be treated as sacred.
10Your reign come. Your will come to pass on earth as also [it comes to pass] in heaven.’ ” “In this way” points forward to the Lord’s Prayer, characterized by an economy of words rather than pagan-like wordiness. “Our,” “us,” and “we” make the prayer communal, but in view of the petition for daily bread (6:11) probably communal for families in their daily prayers more than for praying with other Christians less frequently in church meetings. In accord with the emphasis on God’s being the Father of Jesus’ disciples (5:16, 45, 48; 6:1, 4, 6, 8 and so on), “Father” is the name of God that’s to be treated as sacred, that is, as inviolable, not to be profaned or maligned but to be held in deepest reverence. “Father” goes back to the Aramaic “Abba” (Mark 14:36; Romans 8:15; Galatians 4:6), which means something like “Dadda” or “Daddy” except that it remained in use during adulthood for addressing one’s father, so that after childhood it didn’t continue having the sound of baby talk. “The one in heaven” not only distinguishes God “our Father” from our earthly fathers. It also points to his high majesty as a counterbalance to the familiarity of his fatherhood. No “daddy-o” he! The request that the heavenly Father’s reign come may sound like a request that his reign soon take full control of the earth, as at Jesus’ second coming. But according to 12:28 the Father’s reign has already arrived in the activities of Jesus. Moreover, “Your will come to pass on earth” looks synonymous with “Your reign come”; for 7:21; 12:50; 21:31–32; 26:42 all portray the Father’s will as something to be done during the present age, as by way of example Jesus himself does (26:42). Moreover again, throughout this sermon and elsewhere in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus lashes out against false disciples, whose disobedience to the Law as taught by him stems from failures to treat the Father’s name as sacred and to recognize his high majesty (see 7:15–27, for example). These considerations favor that requesting his reign to come and his will to come to pass on earth means asking that more people become Jesus’ disciples by taking on themselves the yoke of discipleship and so do the will of God on earth as it’s done in heaven (11:28–30). That is, we’re to ask for success in discipling all nations (28:19–20).

Jesus has made the coming to pass of the Father’s will in the present age an anticipation of the consummated reign of heaven in the coming age. Now he turns attention to the daily needs of his disciples for food and forgiveness. 6:11–13: “ ‘Give us today our bread for the coming [day].
12And forgive our debts [= our moral debts to God] for us as we also have forgiven our debtors [those morally indebted to us by having sinned against us (compare Deuteronomy 15:1–11, which has to do with financial debts, however)].’ ” “As we also have forgiven our debtors” draws a comparison. Our forgiveness of others presents God with an example of the forgiveness sought from him and demonstrates the sincerity of our asking him to forgive us. The comparison will shortly turn into a condition. If we don’t forgive others, God won’t forgive us. But a condition isn’t a cause, so that his forgiveness of our debts will still arise out of mercy and grace, not out of any merit in our having forgiven others (compare 18:21–35). “Bread” stands for what’s needed in a basic diet. Receiving bread “today” for “the coming day” suits a morning prayer that the next day’s bread be supplied during the day that has just begun; so there’ll be no need to “worry about tomorrow” (6:34). 13“ ‘And you shouldn’t [in the sense, “please don’t”] lead us into temptation.’ ” This request doesn’t ask that the Father should keep us from confronting temptation. It means instead that he should keep us from succumbing to temptation (see 26:41, where Jesus tells Peter, James, and John, “Stay awake and pray lest you enter into temptation,” even though temptation had already confronted them and they’d fallen asleep). As usual, “temptation” also means “test,” because every temptation tests our resistance to sin, and every test of our resistance tempts us to sin (see 5:27–30 for the drastic consequence of succumbing). The mention of temptation naturally leads to a mention of that archtempter, the Devil, who has already tested Jesus (4:1–11): “ ‘Rather, rescue us from the evil one.’ ” This evil one has recently appeared in connection with present temptations/tests (5:37, 39), so that rescue from him would consist in coming through such temptations/tests victorious over the persecutions and enticements that tested our resistance to sin (13:18–22).

Now Jesus explains why we should ask God to forgive us in accordance with our having forgiven others. (The familiar doxology, “For thine is the kingdom . . . ,” is a later liturgical addition that’s unoriginal to the New Testament.) 6:14–15: “For if you forgive human beings their trespasses, your heavenly Father will forgive you too [your trespasses].
15But if you don’t forgive human beings [their trespasses], neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.” “Their trespasses” shows that in 6:12 “our debtors” didn’t refer to those who owe us money, but referred to those morally indebted to us by having trespassed against us, as when they persecuted us. “If you forgive” and “if you don’t forgive” leave the question open whether as true disciples we’ve forgiven others or as false disciples we haven’t. By contrast, there’s no question as to what God will do in either case—hence “will also forgive” and “neither will . . . forgive.” As our “Father,” God will graciously forgive us or sternly not forgive us. Twice Jesus speaks of “human beings” where he might have spoken of “brothers,” that is, of fellow disciples. So “human beings” indicates that his disciples should forgive others their trespasses whether or not the trespassers are fellow disciples.

Jesus’ last criticism of religious ostentation deals with fasting; for fasting often accompanied prayer, which he has just discussed, as an indication of the sorrow that prompted prayer and of the seriousness that accompanied it (see 2 Chronicles 20:1–12, for example). He himself provided an example of fasting (4:2), and he’ll teach that his disciples should fast after he’s been taken away (9:14–15). 6:16–18: “And whenever you’re fasting, don’t become somber-looking like the hypocrites. For they make their faces disappear [by pouring ashes on their heads, with the result that the ashes settle on their foreheads, cheeks, noses, and chins and make the hypocrites unrecognizable] so that they may appear to human beings [as opposed to God] [to be] fasting.” Ironically, the hypocrites make themselves unrecognizable in order to be recognized. Far from expressing the genuine sorrow that prompts fasting for the purpose of prayer, their ashen look is designed to earn human admiration for fasting. “Amen I tell you, they have their reward in full [see the comments on 6:4].
17But you—when fasting anoint your head [with olive oil] and wash your face
18so that you don’t appear to human beings [as] fasting but [appear as fasting only] to your Father, the one [who sees] in secret [compare 6:4].” Putting olive oil on the head and washing the face are to replace putting ashes on the head and adopting a pale, somber look. The resultant glistening of the hair and brightness of countenance keep other human beings from knowing about the fasting and thus protect its Godward address. The Jews observed a national fast on the Day of Atonement. But Jesus is referring to fasts by hypocrites who want admiration from the nonfasting public. Regular such fasting took place on Mondays and Thursdays. “And your Father, the one who sees in secret, will give back to you [see the comments on 6:4, 6].”

Against Hoarding Earthly Wealth
 Matthew 6:19–34


The mention of reward in 6:16–18 leads to a prohibition of hoarding earthly wealth out of greed (6:19–24) and anxiety (6:25–34). Positively, Jesus’ disciples are to exchange earthly treasures for heavenly treasures by avoiding such greed and anxiety. 6:19–21: “Don’t be treasuring up for yourselves treasures on the earth, where moth and eating make [clothes] disappear and where thieves dig through and thieve.” The word translated “eating” is often translated “rust” but elsewhere means eating rather than rust. So initially the treasures don’t refer to coins, subject to rust—rather, to clothes such as fill the wardrobes of the wealthy (compare the theme of ostentation in 6:1–16 and see especially 13:52: “who as such [that is, as a ‘houseowner’] thrusts forth new [garments] and old [garments] out of his treasure [wardrobe]”). By eating clothes, moths make them disappear. Well, not entirely; but Jesus is using hyperbole for a wordplay: as hypocrites make their faces disappear (to an extent) under a coating of ashes when they fast (6:16), eating by moths makes clothes disappear (to an extent). Thieves don’t steal moth-eaten clothes, but they do steal money and valuables other than clothes. So eating by moths and thieving by thieves clear a house of all its owner’s treasures just as all earthly treasures will finally be obliterated (compare James 5:2–3). “Dig through” refers to thieves’ digging through the mudbrick wall of a house, though the expression may have come to have the general meaning of breaking and entering. 20“But be treasuring up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor eating make [clothes] disappear and where thieves don’t dig through and don’t thieve.
21For where your treasure is, there will be your heart too.” Your affection resides in your heart, and the location of your treasures determines the location of your heart and therefore the objects of your affection. Jesus isn’t saying that building up earthly wealth is wrong only if it captures your affection. He’s saying that building it up is wrong precisely because it will capture your affection. By contrast, building up heavenly wealth will draw your heart to heaven, where your eternal reward is banked indestructibly and securely.

The mention of “your heart” in 6:21 leads to sayings about the body and the eye. 6:22–23: “The lamp of the body is the eye. So if your eye is clear [that is, unclouded by disease], your whole body will be light [in the sense of illuminated by the healthy eye, which sparkles like a lighted lamp].” Jesus is playing on the ancient view that the eye emits light. According to this view a healthy eye not only emits light outward, away from the body. It also emits light inward, into the body. 23“But if your eye is evil [that is, dull and clouded by disease], your whole body will be dark [because the cloudiness will block the rays of light]. So if the light in you is darkness, how utter the darkness!” “But if your eye is evil” and “So if the light in you is darkness” set forth unsure conditions. The two occurrences of “will be” set forth sure results given the turning of the conditions into actualities. The two occurrences of “your whole body” stress the all-or-nothing of inward light versus inward darkness. So much for the ancient biophysical background. Metaphorically, clarity stood for generosity (see Romans 12:8; 2 Corinthians 8:2; 9:11, 13; James 1:5, in all of which passages the expressions for generosity rest on words whose literal meaning has to do with clarity). So a clear eye is an eye that sees clearly the needs of people, gives generously to meet their needs, and thus treasures up treasures in heaven (6:20). Metaphorically again, an evil, clouded eye is an eye that doesn’t see clearly the needs of people and doesn’t give generously to meet their needs but stingily, greedily treasures up treasures on earth (6:19 [compare 20:15]). Thus the physical and moral meanings of “evil” merge. The filling of the body with light points forward to the enjoyment of heavenly treasures. The filling of the body with darkness points forward to the loss of earthly treasures. “So if the light in you is darkness” presents an oxymoron that emphasizes how utter is the darkness of eternal loss.

6:24: “No one can slave for two masters. For either he’ll hate the one and love the other, or he’ll be devoted to one and despise the other. You can’t slave for God and for Mammon.” “Mammon” means “wealth,” whether much or little, and comes from the Aramaic language most often used by Jesus. Since Matthew brings the word into his Greek text without translating it, we too should keep it in its Aramaic form. In that form it’s being personified as a deity opposed to God. Hence its capitalization. We do know of slaves that served more than one master (see, for example, Acts 16:16). So Jesus means either that no one can at the same time slave for these two masters, “God and Mammon” (their demands being contrary to each other), in which case “you can’t slave for God and for Mammon” defines the statement that “no one can slave for two masters.” Or Jesus means that no one can slave well for any two masters at the same time (its being psychologically impossible to do so), in which case “you can’t slave for God and for Mammon” applies the general principle that “no one can slave for two masters.” In either case, the reason for the impossibility lies in the resistance of human nature to divided loyalties. “He’ll hate” matches “he’ll . . . despise,” and these two expressions refer to disaffection as shown in slackness of labor. Conversely, “he’ll . . . love” matches “he’ll be devoted to,” and these two expressions refer to affection as shown in faithful labor. For the comparative use of love and hate, see especially Genesis 29:30, 33, where hating one wife means not loving her as much as another wife. All in all, slaving for God means treasuring up treasures in heaven by generously giving away your wealth to the needy, whereas slaving for Mammon means treasuring up treasures on earth by stingily hoarding away your wealth in unconcern for the needy. And Mammon will enslave you if you don’t give it away in charity.

6:25–30: “On account of this [the impossibility of serving both God and Mammon] I tell you, don’t be worrying about your soul [= yourself, with particular reference to the part of you that animates your body and therefore represents physical life], as to what you should eat or what you should drink [‘should’ not in the sense of obligation but in the sense of availability, given the spare diets of most people then], nor about your body, what you should clothe yourself with [given the financial inability of most people to afford very much clothing].” “I tell you” emphasizes the command not to worry. “The soul is more than food, isn’t it, and the body than clothing, isn’t it?” That is to say, food has only the lowly task of serving the soul, or self, by sustaining physical life; and clothing has only the lowly task of serving the body by providing it warmth and protection. 26“Gaze at the birds of the sky [and note] that they don’t sow [seed] and don’t reap [crops] and don’t gather [wheat] into granaries, and your heavenly Father provides them with food.” “Your heavenly Father” distributes emphasis between divine sovereignty (“heavenly”) and divine care (“Father”). “You’re much more valuable than they, aren’t you?
27And who of you by worrying can add one bit to his lifespan?” Implied answer: None of you can. 28“And why do you worry about clothing? Learn well [as disciples should do, since ‘disciple’ means ‘learner’] the lilies of the field [though some other kind of wildflower, or wildflowers in general, may be in view] [by noting] how they grow. They don’t toil [as men do in the fields], and they don’t spin [flax into thread or yarn, as women do at home].
29Yet I tell you [again emphatic] that not even Solomon in all his glory was arrayed like one of these.” The splendor of Solomon’s royal robes didn’t match that of even one lily! 30“And if God decks out the grass of the field in this way [with lilies of greater glory than Solomon’s raiment], though it [the grass] exists today and is thrown into an oven tomorrow [for burning], much more [will he dress] you, people of little faith, won’t he [since despite the short life of wild grass, in contrast with Solomon’s and your much longer lives, God decks out that grass with lilies of glory greater even than that of Solomon’s raiment]?” Disciples who worry about food, drink, and clothing betray little faith in God.

6:31–34: “Therefore don’t worry, saying, ‘What should we eat [“should” again in the sense of availability, not obligation]?’ or ‘What should we drink?’ or ‘What should we wear?’
32For the Gentiles [in the sense of pagans] seek after all these things. For your heavenly Father knows that you have need of all these things.” So Jesus cites two reasons not to worry: (1) its being pagan-like to seek after food, drink, and clothing out of worry; for as pagans the Gentiles don’t believe in God or have him as their providential heavenly Father; and (2) your heavenly Father knows of your needs without your having to inform him (an encouraging thought especially in times of persecution). 33“But seek first God’s reign and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.” “First” doesn’t imply permission to seek earthly security after seeking God’s reign. Since God will add “all these things,” disciples should never seek them. So “first” emphasizes seeking God’s reign and righteousness rather than permitting the seeking of other things. “His righteousness” doesn’t mean the right conduct that God requires on our part, with which “seek” wouldn’t fit since our right conduct stems from doing, not from seeking (6:1). Instead, “his righteousness” means right conduct on God’s part by way of vindicating the persecuted disciples of Jesus (see 5:6 with comments). To seek his vindication is to strive for it by persevering under persecution, which brings economic deprivation that might easily lead to anxiety over food, drink, and clothing. Since vindication won’t come till the final judgment, so too the addition of “all these things” won’t come till then. But that addition is the form which the vindication will take (compare 19:27–29). In the meantime, disciples are to accept the hardship of economic deprivation due to persecution. 34“Therefore [since plenty of food, drink, and clothing will be added to you in the end] don’t worry about tomorrow [since worrying won’t eliminate the economic deprivation you’re presently suffering through persecution], for tomorrow will worry about itself [so that you needn’t worry about tomorrow]. Sufficient for the day [is] its hardship.” In other words, each day has enough hardship of its own, so that it’s excessive as well as needless and fruitless to worry about the next day’s hardship. The sufficiency of the hardship is emphasized by the neuter gender of the Greek word for “sufficient,” thus highlighting the quality of sufficiency, whereas the Greek noun for “hardship,” which “sufficient” describes, is feminine. The hardship comes from persecution. So acquiesce to persecution today in confidence of vindication and reward at the end.

Against Judging
 Matthew 7:1–12


This passage opens with commands not to judge your fellow disciple (7:1–2) but to correct yourself (7:3–5). The prohibition of judgment is then balanced by a precautionary note that nondisciples ought to be barred from church fellowship (7:6). The passage then closes on the positive note of doing good as God does (7:7–12).

It may be that the command in 6:33 to seek vindication from God, which will feature his judging the disciples’ persecutors, shifts here to a discussion of the disciples’ judging one another. Whatever the case, Jesus now discusses such judging. 7:1–2: “Don’t ever judge, lest you be judged.
2For with the judgment by which you judge [that is, by the standard that you use in judging others] you will be judged, and with the measure by which you measure [judgment symbolized by a measure, such as a bushel basket in the measuring out of grain (compare the ‘bowls’ of God’s wrath in Revelation 16)] it will be measured to you.” References in the next two verses to “your brother” show that Jesus prohibits the judging of a fellow disciple. But what sort of judgment is Jesus talking about? Well, we’ve seen that he warned of hellfire for any disciple who individually arrogates to himself the divine prerogative of pronouncing a fellow disciple false in his profession of discipleship (see the comments on 5:22). So Jesus is prohibiting that kind of judgment (compare James 2:12–13; 4:12), and “lest you be judged” cites as a deterrent to it God’s judging you to be the false disciple that you individually judge someone else to be (“individually,” because 18:15–17 commands corporate judgments of this kind in certain cases). And since hellfire awaits a false disciple, God’s judging you to be a false disciple refers to God’s consigning you to hell at the Last Day. Measuring and being measured carry the same thought in figurative language.

7:3–5: “And why is it that you [singular] see a chip [a little fault] in your brother’s eye but don’t notice the plank [the big fault] in your eye?
4Or how is it that you’ll say to your brother, ‘Let me thrust out the chip from your eye,’ and behold, a plank [is] in your eye?
5Hypocrite, first thrust out the plank from your eye; and then you’ll see [with your eye] wide open [rather than squinting because of a plank in it] so as to thrust the chip out of your brother’s eye.” In other words, instead of judging a fellow disciple to be false because of some little fault, get rid of your own big fault so that you can effectively help him get rid of his little fault. Disciples should correct each other to improve each other’s quality of discipleship (see 18:15–17 again), but they shouldn’t take it on themselves as individuals to judge each other’s eternal fates. Without self-correction, though, correcting a fellow disciple makes you a hypocrite in that you’re pretending to be a better disciple than he is though in fact you’re worse. “Behold” and the hyperbole of having a plank in your eye, as if that were possible, emphasize such hypocrisy; and “thrust out” instead of the expected “take out” emphasizes both the hypocrisy and the necessity of self-correction.

7:6: “Don’t give what’s sacred [the meat of a sacrificial offering] to dogs and don’t throw your pearls in front of pigs, lest they [the pigs] trample them [the pearls] with their feet [because pearls are inedible] and [lest] on turning [from tasting the meat that has whetted their appetites] they [the dogs] tear you to pieces [the dogs being ferocious street scavengers, not household pets].” Avoiding judgments of fellow disciples and awaiting God’s final separation of false disciples from true ones might lead to letting into the church people who show no behavioral evidence of repentance (compare 3:8). So this prohibition warns against lax conditions of entrance into the church. Such conditions would result in the influx of those who not only contaminate the church but who also turn against true disciples by informing on them in times of persecution (see 24:10, 49). That is what the “trampling” and “turning tear you to pieces” refer to figuratively. And the dogs and pigs refer figuratively to those false disciples who do the trampling and tearing to pieces (compare Psalm 22:16). Jews detested street-scavenging dogs and unclean pigs and therefore used “dogs” and “pigs” as epithets for Gentiles. So just as among Jesus’ disciples “Gentiles” can refer to nondisciples instead of non-Jews (as in 5:47; 6:7, 32; 18:17), so too “dogs” and “pigs” can refer to false disciples as in reality nondisciples. And just as it would be ridiculous to toss a piece of sacred meat to dogs and throw valuable but inedible pearls in front of pigs, so too it would be ridiculous to let obviously undiscipled people into the church.

7:7–12 opens with the beggar’s wisdom that persistence pays off, and closes with the Golden Rule: “Keep asking, and it [whatever you’re begging for] will be given to you. Keep seeking, and you’ll find [whatever you’re looking for]. Keep knocking, and it [the door] will be opened for you.
8For everyone who keeps asking receives, and [everyone] who keeps seeking finds, and for [everyone] who keeps knocking it [the door] will be opened.
9Or who from among you is a man whom his son will ask for a loaf of bread—he [the father] won’t give him an [inedible] stone [which looks something like a round ‘loaf’ of pita bread (compare 4:3)], will he?
10Or [whom his son] will also ask for a fish, he won’t give him a [poisonous] snake [which because of its scales looks something like a fish], will he?
11If therefore you [plural], though you’re evil, know to give good gifts to your children [not ‘know how to give good gifts,’ as though it were a matter of method, but ‘know to give good gifts,’ since it’s a matter of course—and this despite the depravity of human fathers], how much more your Father in heaven [who has no depravity at all] will give good things to those who keep asking him.
12Therefore all things, however many they are, that you’re wanting human beings [as distinguished from your heavenly Father] to be doing for you—thus too you yourselves be doing for them [whatever they want you to be doing for them]. For this is the Law and the Prophets [about which see the comments on 5:17 (compare 22:40)].”

At first this passage looks like an instruction on praying with persistence. But Jesus has already given instruction on praying (6:5–15), and the “Therefore” that introduces the Golden Rule makes God’s giving good things in answer to persistent prayer the example that Jesus’ disciples should follow in treating one another. That is to say, instead of judging each other and turning on each other when persecuted (see the comments on 7:1–6), they should “give good things” to each other—by way of supporting their persecuted fellows, for example (see 25:31–46; also 8:27; 9:8; 13:44–45, 52; 27:57 for other instances of “human being[s]” in reference to Jesus’ disciples rather than to people in general). “All things, however many they are” emphasizes the lengths to which such mutual help should go. The wordplay between “thus [literally, ‘in this way’] too you yourselves be doing for them” and “this is the Law and the Prophets” implies that the Father’s giving good things sets an example of doing what’s written in the Law and the Prophets. For in Matthew’s original Greek “this” isn’t neuter, as we’d expect it to be in referring to the doing of good; rather, it’s masculine, referring to the Father himself as personifying by example the Law and the Prophets. Notably, the Golden Rule demands doing good for other disciples, not merely avoidance of doing them evil. Furthermore (and despite modern misunderstanding), your treatment of them as you’d like to be treated by them doesn’t rest on egoism. It rests on readiness to disown yourself in order to serve them in a way you’d like to be served. So in its context the Golden Rule doesn’t tell people in general how they should treat others. It doesn’t even tell Jesus’ disciples how they should treat people in general (though they might well treat them accordingly). It tells them how they should treat one another in the Christian brotherhood.

Exhortations to Obey Jesus’ Teaching of the Law and to Avoid the Influence of False Prophets
 Matthew 7:13–27


The Sermon on the Mount concludes with a series of exhortations set in the framework of a contrast between the two ways—that is, roads—of righteousness and lawlessness and a warning against false prophets who divert professing disciples from the way of righteousness onto the way of lawlessness. The narrow gate and constricted road contrast with the wide gate and broad road (7:13–14). Hearing and doing Jesus’ words contrast with hearing and not doing them and define entering the narrow gate as hearing and doing those words, the broad road as hearing and not doing them (7:24–27). In between lies a warning not to heed the siren call to lawlessness of those false prophets, whose use of “Lord” for Jesus contrasts with their disobedience to his teaching concerning the heavenly Father’s will (7:15–23). And the contrast between entrance into life and consignment to destruction at the Last Judgment overarches the whole passage.

7:13–14: “Enter [the city of salvation; compare Isaiah 4:3; Revelation 3:12; 21:1–22:5] through the narrow gate [for two reasons]: [1] because the gate [is] wide and
the road [is] broad that leads away [from the city of salvation] to destruction [so that you could easily miss the narrow gate, go through the wide one, and set off to the city of destruction] and the ones entering through it [the easily recognized wide gate] are many [so that you could be swept along with the crowd]; [2] 14because the gate [is] narrow and the road [is] constricted that leads away [from the city of destruction] to life [in the city of salvation], and the ones finding it [the easily missed narrow gate] are few [so that you might not notice and join them].” “The narrow gate” refers to a small, door-like gate set in a city wall at a location hard to find, so that only knowledgeable citizens enter the otherwise closed city at night and in times of danger. The big gate is shut! Hurry into the city of salvation by the one available way. The narrowness of the small gate prevents the entrance of more than one person at a time and represents the strict righteousness that Jesus has just taught as a requirement for entering the kingdom of heaven and the fewness of those who satisfy this requirement. Such righteousness has to surpass even the righteousness of the scholars and Pharisees (5:20). The constrictedness of the road leading to life (which is eternal) in the city of salvation implies a city situated impregnably atop a mountain, so that the mountainside constricts the width of the road; and this constrictedness represents the persecution of Jesus’ true disciples, characterized as they are by conduct that satisfies the requirements he has laid down. For “constricted” is a verbal form of the noun “affliction/tribulation,” which refers to persecution (13:21; 24:9, 21, 29 [compare persecution on account of righteousness in 5:10–12]). The broad road leading to the city of destruction signifies a city situated defenselessly on an open plain that unlike a mountainside is suitable to a broad road, and the road’s breadth represents the lawless course of least resistance, that is, false disciples’ escaping persecution through disobedience to Jesus’ teaching of the Law. The wideness of the big gate leading into the city of destruction allows many people to enter at the same time but by the same token beckons invaders and represents the lax behavior of false disciples in violation of the Law as taught by Jesus. So “enter through the narrow gate” means “accept the strictures of Jesus’ teaching.”

The next subsection opens with a leading statement that offers the key for explaining the following figure as a reference to false prophets, who teach laxity to others as well as practicing it themselves (7:15). The figure itself has to do with fruits (7:16–20). Finally, the Lord’s rejection of the false prophets at the Last Judgment comes into view as a pattern to be followed by true disciples at the present time. 7:15: “Take precaution against the false prophets, who as such [that is, as ‘false’] are coming to you [my disciples] in sheep’s clothes but from within are ravenous wolves.” Jesus is referring to false prophets in the church, so that the present tense of “are coming” makes their future coming so vivid it’s as though they were already arriving in Jesus’ day. This vividness highlights the danger posed by them to the church. The donning of sheep’s clothing stands for the false prophets’ claim to Christian discipleship (compare Zechariah 13:4). The wolf-like ravenousness of these prophets exposes their falsity and represents the luxuriousness of their lifestyle, bought at the expense of their duped followers, and their heavy-handedness in exercising authority over them (compare 24:45–51; Ezekiel 22:27; Zephaniah 3:3–4; John 10:12; Acts 20:28–30). “From within” indicates that such behavior originates in their nature, comparable to that of ravenous wolves. Jesus isn’t telling his disciples why to take precaution—rather, how to do so, which is by recognizing the false prophets according to their behavior.

7:16–20: “By their fruits [= their behavior] you’ll recognize them [to be false prophets].” Recognition of them is supposed to result in rejecting them now, just as according to 7:21–23 Jesus will reject them at the Last Judgment. “You’ll recognize them” expresses both a command (“You shall recognize them”) and a prediction (“You will recognize them”). To emphasize good deeds as a sign of true discipleship (especially in the case of prophets) and evil deeds as a sign of falsity, Jesus now utters both a negative statement and a positive statement about bearing good fruits and evil. “People don’t gather grape clusters from thornbushes or figs from thistles, do they?” Of course not! So in the same way you’re not going to get anything good from the false prophets, because they’re like thornbushes and thistles as well as like wolves. 17“Thus [according to the law of nature that thornbushes don’t produce grape clusters and that thistles don’t produce figs] every good tree produces good fruits, and the rotten tree produces evil fruits.” A good tree is a healthy one that produces edible fruits and stands for a prophet who teaches and practices the Law as interpreted by Jesus. “Every good tree” stresses that no true prophet will fail to do so. A rotten tree is a diseased one that produces inedible fruits and stands for a prophet who teaches and practices lawlessness, that is, disobedience to the Law as interpreted by Jesus. (“Evil fruits” connotes inedible fruits in a literal sense and moral evils in a figurative sense.) The plural of “fruits” points to a variety of good and evil behaviors. 18“A good tree isn’t able to produce evil fruits, nor [is] a rotten tree [able] to produce good fruits [compare James 3:12].” So strong is the link between inward condition and outward behavior, in other words, that a true prophet doesn’t even have the capacity to pervert and disobey Jesus’ teachings; nor does a false prophet have the capacity to uphold and obey them. So you can be sure in your distinguishing of false prophets from true. 19“Every tree that’s not producing good fruit is being cut down and thrown into fire [= John the baptizer’s statement in 3:10 (compare the comments on 4:17)].” The switch from “fruits” to “fruit” collectivizes good behaviors. The present tense of “is being cut down and thrown into fire” portrays the condemnation and consignment of false prophets to hellfire at the Last Judgment as so certain that it might as well be happening already. Another “every” allows no exceptions. 20“Indeed, then, you shall recognize them by their fruits [note the return to the plural of evil behaviors].” This repetition reinforces both the command to recognize false prophets for what they are and the prediction that they’ll be recognized as such (see 7:16 with comments). “Indeed” strengthens the reinforcement, and “then” draws an inference from the intervening explanation.

7:21–23: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter into the kingdom of heaven; rather, the one who does the will of my Father in heaven [will enter into the kingdom of heaven].
22Many will say to me in that day [the day of the Last Judgment], ‘Lord, Lord, we prophesied in your name [compare “Thus says the Lord” in the introduction of Old Testament prophetic messages] and in your name cast out demons and in your name performed many miracles, didn’t we [compare Jeremiah 14:14; 27:15]?’ ” This protest implies Jesus’ having refused to let them enter the kingdom. 23“And then I’ll declare to them, ‘I never knew you [despite your having used my name]. Depart from me, you workers of lawlessness [= you false prophets who taught and practiced disobedience to my interpretation of the Law].’ ” Past disobedience will falsify a future confession of Jesus as Lord; for “Lord” means “Master,” and a true slave will have obeyed his master. Not even a doubling of the confession (“Lord, Lord”) will suffice to erase such disobedience, though for Matthew and his audience the two doublings of “Lord” highlight Jesus’ deity (see 23:3 for another contrast between saying and doing). “Will enter into the kingdom of heaven” takes us back to “enter[ing] through the narrow gate” into the city of salvation, identified here with that kingdom (7:13–14). By saying, “the will of my Father in heaven,” Jesus equates his interpretation of the Law in 5:17–7:12 with his heavenly Father’s will. “My Father in heaven” relates back to 2:15; 3:17; 4:3, 6, contrasts with “your Father in heaven” and “your heavenly Father” over a dozen times earlier in the Sermon on the Mount (5:16, 45, 48 and so on), and prepares for Jesus’ acting as his Father’s authorized representative at the Last Judgment. In reference to the false prophets on that future occasion, “many” shows the seriousness of their threat to the present well-being of the church and ties in with the “many” who’ll enter the city of destruction through the wide gate (7:13). Past prophecies, exorcisms, and miracles—even “many miracles”—won’t erase former disobedience any more than a double confession of Jesus as Lord in the future will erase it. The past tense in “I never knew you” accents falsity of prophetic ministry in the past in addition to nonrecognition by Jesus at the Last Judgment. Furthermore, to know can mean not only to recognize but also to select, as in the Lord’s statement to Israel, “Among all the families of the earth, you alone have I known” (Amos 3:2; also Genesis 18:19, translated literally). So the past tense in “I never knew you” also means that Jesus never selected the false prophets for salvation (compare 22:14: “For many are invited, but few [are] selected”). “Depart from me” implies that Jesus is the locus of the kingdom of heaven, and therefore of salvation, and that he’ll determine who’ll enter and not enter that kingdom. “Depart from me, you workers of lawlessness” echoes Psalm 6:8a and thus contributes to the equation of the words proceeding out through Jesus’ mouth (5:2) with “every word that proceeds out through God’s mouth” in the Old Testament (4:4), for Jesus is “God with us” (1:23).

7:24–27: “Therefore everyone who as such hears these words of mine and does them [‘as such’ meaning ‘as a hearer and doer of them’] will be like a prudent man who as such [= as prudent] built his house on bedrock.
25And the rain descended and the streams came and the winds blew and they [the rain, streams, and winds] fell against that house; and it didn’t fall, for it had been founded on bedrock.
26And everyone who hears these words of mine and doesn’t do them will be like a foolish man, who as such [in reference to his being foolish] built his house on sand.
27And the rain descended and the streams came and the winds blew and they [the rain, streams, and winds] beat against that house. And it fell, and its falling was great [in the sense of a total collapse].” “Therefore” makes the story of the prudent and foolish builders illustrate both the final doom of false prophets and their followers, whose lawless conduct exempts them from persecution now, and the ultimate security of true disciples, though they’re presently persecuted because of their obedience to the Law as interpreted by Jesus. The two occurrences of “everyone” stress the inescapability of eternal doom on the one hand and the certainty of eternal life on the other hand. The two occurrences of “these words of mine” point to Jesus’ interpretation of the Law in 5:17–7:12. Building a house represents behaving in one way or another. The “bedrock” represents Jesus’ words. Building a house on bedrock represents hearing and obeying them. Since according to 16:18 Jesus will build his church “on this bedrock”—that is, on the bedrock of his words—a disciple’s building on this bedrock is to be done within the framework of the visible, institutional church. Note: the bedrock of Jesus’ words doesn’t support the foundation; it is the foundation. A person is prudent to hear and do these words, foolish not to. As usual throughout Matthew, “foolish” describes a false disciple and “prudent” describes a true one (see the comments on 5:13; compare 25:1–13).

The rain, streams, and winds represent the Last Judgment—hence the two occurrences of “will be like.” Their “falling against” the house founded on the bedrock highlights that because of its rock-foundation that house “didn’t fall.” Thus the disciple who obeys Jesus’ words will be as impregnable on the Day of Judgment as the whole church will be to “the gates of Hades” (see 16:18 again). The plural of “streams” alludes to the flooding of normally dry ravines during rainstorms, accompanied as those rainstorms are by battering winds. The sand on which the foolish man builds his house doesn’t deserve to be called a foundation, nor is it; and it consists of the alluvial soil washed down into a concourse of steep ravines. With the “beat[ing] against that house” by rain, streams, and winds compare the “beat[ing of] themselves” by “all the tribes of the earth” at Jesus’ second coming (24:30). “Its falling was great” gives a pictorial equivalent of “Depart from me, you workers of lawlessness” (7:23).

  

A TRANSITIONAL FORMULA CONCLUDING THE FIRST “BOOK” OF JESUS’ LAW
 Matthew 7:28–29
 

7:28–29: And it happened that when Jesus had finished [saying] these words, the crowds were awestruck at his teaching.
29For he was teaching them as [one] having authority and not as their scholars [taught]. This comment forms a bridge from this first of Jesus’ five, Pentateuch-like sermons in Matthew to the following narrative (compare 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1). “The crowds” identifies Jesus’ “disciples” who went up the mountain to him and heard his teaching there (5:1b–2) with “the crowds” mentioned previously (4:25–5:1b). Since “the ones finding [the narrow gate into the city of salvation] are few” (7:14), these crowds represent the church as a mixed body containing many false disciples (the “many” who “enter through [the wide gate]” into the city of destruction [7:13]). “Their scholars” contrasts non-Christian Jewish scholars with Christian scholars (probably mostly Jewish in Matthew’s setting; compare 8:19 [with 8:21]; 13:52; 23:34). These non-Christian Jewish scholars appealed constantly to past scholars of their kind. By contrast, Jesus has been teaching on his own authority, as in “but I say to you” throughout 5:21–48. So a final accent falls on the authority of his interpretation of the Law, an authority binding on his disciples.

  

THE AUTHORITY OF JESUS’ WORDS IN THE PERFORMANCE OF DEEDS
 Matthew 8:1–9:34
 

Now begins a long section of narrative in which Matthew gathers together stories of Jesus’ deeds, mainly miracles and exorcisms. These stories contain fewer details than the parallel stories in Mark and Luke. As a result, emphasis falls on the authority of Jesus’ words in performing miracles and exorcisms as well as in teaching. First come three miracle stories concerning a leper (8:1–4), the disabled servant of a centurion (8:5–13), and Peter’s mother-in-law (8:14–15). Then comes an interlude consisting of a summary with an Old Testament quotation attached (8:16–17) and two dialogues on discipleship (8:18–20, 21–22). A second trio of miracle stories follows: the stilling of a storm (8:23–27), the deliverance of two demoniacs (8:28–34), and the healing of a disabled man carried by four others (9:1–8). Another interlude tells of Matthew’s becoming a disciple (9:9–13) and Jesus’ giving instructions on fasting (9:14–17). A third trio of miracle stories rounds off the section: healing a woman with a flow of blood and raising Jairus’s daughter (the two miracles being intertwined; 9:18–26), giving sight to two blind men (9:27–31), and making a dumb man speak (9:32–34).

JESUS’ AUTHORITY IN FULFILLING THE LAW CONCERNING LEPROSY
 Matthew 8:1–4

 

The Sermon on the Mount has carried the theme of fulfilling the Law (see especially 5:17–20). So to show fulfillment of the Mosaic law concerning leprosy in particular (Leviticus 13–14), Matthew puts first in this section the story of Jesus’ cleansing a leper.

8:1–2: And when he’d come down from the mountain, many crowds followed him.
2And behold, a leper, having approached, was worshiping him, saying, “Lord, if you’re willing, you are able to cleanse me [of my leprosy].” The story opens with a reminiscence of Moses’ coming down Mount Sinai (compare Exodus 19:14; 32:1, 15; 34:29) and thus furthers Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus as the new and greater Moses (see 5:1, 21–48, for example). The statement that “many crowds followed him” echoes 4:25, so that those earlier crowds equate with the ones that heard the Sermon on the Mount and now follow him down the mountain. Naturally they follow him, for Matthew has called them Jesus’ “disciples” (5:1 [see 4:20, 22 for following as a sign of discipleship]). This repeated and deliberately unrealistic portrayal of the crowds as disciples shows that Matthew sees in them a foregleam of the disciples who’ll come en masse from all nations (28:19) and include many false disciples as well as true ones (7:13–23). See the comments on Mark 1:40–42 for “leper” and “leprosy.” “Was worshiping him” means that the leper was kneeling before Jesus and repeatedly bowing his head to the ground. “Behold” highlights his worship of Jesus. Though “Lord” may have meant little more than “Sir” in the mind of the leper, for Matthew the leper’s body language joins the addressing of Jesus with “Lord” to underline Jesus’ identity as “God with us” (1:23). “If you’re willing” sets out an unsure possibility. “You are able” sets out a sure fact. Thus the leper expresses uncertainty about Jesus’ willingness but certainty about Jesus’ ability. The ability to cleanse has to do with curing the leper of his disease, not with declaring him ritually clean, for only a priest could do that.

8:3–4: And on stretching out [his] hand, he [Jesus] touched him while saying, “I’m willing. Be cleansed.” And immediately the leprosy was cleansed.
4And Jesus says to him, “See [that] you tell nobody; rather, go show yourself to the priest [at the temple] and for a testimony to them offer the gift that Moses prescribed.” As Jesus taught by his own authority, “not as their scholars” (7:29), so he doesn’t attribute the miracle to God his Father but performs it by his own authority: “I’m willing. Be cleansed.” The unsure possibility of his willingness has turned into a definite affirmation of it, so that his ability to cleanse issues in the actuality of a cleansing. For Jesus’ stretching out his hand and touching the leper and for the immediacy of the cleansing, see again the comments on Mark 1:40–42. The leper had spoken of his being cleansed, and Jesus had commanded that the leper be cleansed. But now we’re told that “the leprosy was cleansed.” This shift stresses the departure of the leprosy, and its departure stresses a cure by Jesus over a priest’s declaration of ritual cleanness. The present tense in “Jesus says to him” emphasizes Jesus’ command not to tell anybody but to go for examination by a priest and offer the Mosaically prescribed sacrificial gift. A simple “Tell nobody” and “show yourself” would have sufficed, but the prefixing of “See” to “tell nobody” and of “go” to “show yourself” reinforces the command. “See [that] you tell nobody” has the purpose of getting the Mosaic law fulfilled as quickly as possible, and the story ends without our being told what the ex-leper did. So a final, heavy emphasis falls on Jesus’ commanding immediate fulfillment of the Law and on his wanting to become known as commanding it (compare 5:17–20).

At 5:21–48 we saw that Jesus’ fulfilling the Law through teaching doesn’t mean mere repetition of the Law. It consists, rather, in carrying forward the tendencies of the Law to their divinely appointed ends. But Jesus’ touching the leper and cleansing his leprosy seem at first to contradict Mosaic stipulations against contact between lepers and nonlepers (see Leviticus 5:3; 13:1–46; Numbers 5:2–3). In fact, though, the healing touch carries forward the tendency of the Law to provide cleansing for lepers. The offering of a gift testifies to Jesus’ miracle as a fulfillment of that tendency. Since “priest” is singular, “them” to whom testimony is borne are people in general.

JESUS’ AUTHORITY IN PRONOUNCING BELIEVING GENTILES ACCEPTED AND UNBELIEVING ISRAELITES REJECTED
 Matthew 8:5–13

 

8:5–6: And when he’d entered into Capernaum [see 4:13], a centurion approached him, imploring him
6and saying, “Lord, my servant has been thrown [on a bed] at home disabled, being tormented terribly.” A centurion in the Roman army commanded nearly a hundred soldiers. Quite possibly, though, “centurion” here means a military official from nearby Syria in the service of Herod Antipas, ruler of Galilee, where Capernaum is located. As in 8:2, the addressing of Jesus with “Lord” (whatever the centurion had in mind) highlights Jesus’ deity as “God with us” (1:23). Disablement of some sort has rendered the centurion’s servant bedridden. The servant’s having been “thrown” on a bed and “being tormented terribly” portray the disablement as a malevolent force that Jesus will have to overcome with his lordly authority. Success will confirm and exhibit such authority. Though Jesus set up house in Capernaum (4:13), “at home” refers to the centurion’s house, presumably also in Capernaum but at some distance from Jesus’ house.

8:7–9: And he [Jesus] tells him, “On coming [to your house], I’ll heal him.” The present tense of “tells” puts emphasis on Jesus’ words, and the words themselves display his readiness to heal the servant even though the centurion hasn’t asked him to. He has only described his servant’s plight. This readiness of Jesus to heal the servant of a Gentile, such as the centurion is, forecasts Jesus’ commissioning his Jewish disciples to go make disciples of all nations (28:19). 8And answering, the centurion said, “Lord [which gives this story a second emphasis on Jesus’ deity], I’m not worthy that you should enter under my roof.” Centurionship pales before Jesus’ lordship, and a recognition of this fact gives the centurion his sense of unworthiness. “Rather [than entering under my roof], only speak with a word [of command] and my servant will be healed.
9For even I am a human being under authority, though having under myself soldiers. And I say to this one, ‘Go,’ and he goes, and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes, and to my slave, ‘Do this,’ and he does [it].” “Only speak with a word” magnifies the authority of Jesus’ speaking as “Lord.” So too does the centurion’s confidence that even at a distance and despite the malevolent force of the servant’s disablement, a lordly command by Jesus will effect healing. Though having soldiers and a slave under him, the centurion describes himself as “a human being under authority.” But under whose authority? Caesar’s, it’s usually said, or perhaps Herod Antipas’s authority. But nothing in this passage favors either of these answers. The centurion’s having addressed Jesus twice with “Lord,” confessed his unworthiness that Jesus should enter under his roof, and expressed confidence in Jesus’ mere word of command—these factors favor that at least for Matthew the centurion describes himself as under the authority of Jesus (compare Jesus’ statement in 28:18: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me”).

8:10–12: And on hearing [the centurion’s statement], Jesus marveled and said to the following [crowds (see 8:1)], “Amen I tell you, with nobody in Israel have I found such great faith.
11And I tell you that many will come from the east and the west [compare Psalm 107:3] and recline with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven,
12but the sons of the kingdom will be thrown out into the darkness farther outside. Weeping and gritting of teeth will be there.” The believing centurion stands for the Gentiles who were later to believe and become disciples of Jesus (28:18–20). Jesus’ lauding the centurion’s faith is underlined (1) by Jesus’ “marvel[ing]” at his statement; (2) by Jesus’ speaking about the centurion’s faith “to the following [crowds]”; (3) by introducing his own statement with “I tell you”; (4) by prefixing this introduction with an emphatic “Amen”; and (5) by describing the centurion’s faith as greater than any he’d found not only in Israel as a whole, but with anybody in Israel. “Such great faith” heightens the faith yet more by implying that Jesus has found great faith in Israel, but not so great as that of the centurion. “Amen I tell you” and another “I tell you” in the immediately following statement also underline the authority of Jesus’ words. “Many” stresses the large number of Gentiles who’ll become, and have become by the time Matthew writes, disciples through the worldwide mission of the church. “Will come . . . and recline . . . in the kingdom of heaven” refers to the banquet of salvation when Jesus comes back; for in that culture banqueters reclined on cushions with feet extended away from a low table, weight concentrated on the left elbow, and the right hand left free for bringing food to the mouth. “With Abraham and Isaac and Jacob” indicates continuity with the patriarchs of Israel and borrows from the Old Testament an oft-repeated expression, so that as often in Matthew the current words of Jesus as “God with us” conform to God’s ancient words (compare 22:32). That believing Gentiles will recline on cushions to eat with the sainted patriarchs at the banquet of salvation, commonly called “the messianic banquet,” strikes an astoundingly happy note for the Gentiles and a dreadfully ominous note for unbelieving Jews, called “the sons of the kingdom” in the sense that but for disinheriting themselves through unbelief, as God’s chosen people they should inherit the kingdom. Their destiny to be “thrown out into the darkness farther outside” refers to darkness outside the brightly lit hall where the festivities of the banquet will take place. “Farther outside” stresses the distance of that darkness from the banqueting hall. Such a distance will preclude any hope of late entry. Sorrow over exclusion from the kingdom will lead to weeping and gritting of teeth. Subsequent references to weeping and gritting of teeth have to do with the fate of false disciples (13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30 [compare Psalm 112:10]). So the fate of faithless Israel in the present passage stands as a warning to the church in those later passages.

8:13: And Jesus told the centurion, “Go. It’s to happen for you as you’ve believed.” “It’s to happen” is what grammarians call a third person imperative—in other words, a command spoken indirectly rather than directly. Jesus commands the event to take place though he’s addressing the centurion. (English grammar has nothing comparable.) And the servant was healed in that hour [compare 9:22, 29; 15:28; 17:18]. The centurion believed that Jesus’ mere but authoritative word of command would effect the servant’s healing (8:8–9). To justify and reward that faith, Jesus does effect the healing with a mere word exhibiting his authority. And the healing of the servant “in that hour” magnifies this authority; for Jesus’ word takes effect at the very time he utters it, an hour being the smallest unit of time employed in that culture. (People then didn’t deal in minutes, much less in seconds and fractions thereof.) We’re not told that the centurion went home in accordance with Jesus’ telling him, “Go.” So the story closes on the note of a healing effected by the authority of Jesus’ mere but authoritative word.

JESUS’ AUTHORITY IN HEALING PETER’S MOTHER-IN-LAW, CASTING OUT DEMONS, AND HEALING ALL THE SICK IN FULFILLMENT OF PROPHECY
 Matthew 8:14–17

 

8:14–15: And on coming into Peter’s house, Jesus saw his [Peter’s] mother-in-law thrown [on a bed] and burning with fever.
15And he touched her hand, and the fever left her. And she got up and started serving him [food (see the comments on 4:11)]. Jesus dominates the stage. With lordly authority he takes the initiative by entering Peter’s house uninvited so far as we can tell from Matthew’s narrative, by seeing Peter’s mother-in-law bedridden with a fever without having her pointed out to him so far as Matthew says, and above all by healing her without a request that he do so. And her starting to serve him food pays tribute to his exercise of that authority. That she was “thrown” on a bed portrays the fever as a malevolent force, just as in 8:6 a servant’s having been “thrown” on a bed by some disablement portrayed the disablement as a malevolent force. In both cases, Jesus’ conquest of the force exhibits lordly authority. Highlighting the exhibition here is the fever’s departure at Jesus’ merely touching the woman’s hand, much as a mere word of Jesus got rid of the servant’s disablement (8:8, 13). The woman’s getting up on her own (Matthew doesn’t say that Jesus raised her) gives physical evidence that the fever, which had “thrown” her on a bed, has left.

8:16–17: And after evening came, people brought to him many who were demon-possessed. And he cast out the spirits [that possessed them] with a word [of command]; and he healed all who were sick,
17so that what had been spoken through Isaiah the prophet would be fulfilled, saying, “He himself has taken our weaknesses and carried away our diseases [Isaiah 53:4].” It looks as though the serving of food to Jesus by Peter’s mother-in-law occupied the late afternoon, so that people didn’t bring their demoniacs and sick till evening. “He cast out the spirits with a [mere] word” displays Jesus’ authority (compare 8:8, 13), and his casting them out even though their victims were “many” enhances the display. So too does his healing “all who were sick.” “So that” indicates that he purposed to fulfill prophecy, just as he said he came to do (5:17); and “what was spoken through Isaiah the prophet” indicates that God used Isaiah as his (God’s) mouthpiece. As often, Matthew cites the fulfillment of prophecy to encourage perseverance on the part of persecuted Christians. In the quotation, “he himself” accents Jesus’ role. “Has taken our weaknesses [in the sense of ‘illnesses’] and carried away our diseases” doesn’t mean that Jesus suffered our illnesses and diseases in his own body; rather, he took them and removed them from those he healed.

JESUS’ AUTHORITY IN THE DEMANDS OF DISCIPLESHIP
 Matthew 8:18–22

 

Matthew has established Jesus’ authority in word and deed. Now Matthew shows his mixed audience of true and false disciples that Jesus’ authority demands total commitment—hence the insertion of teaching on discipleship.

8:18–20: And on seeing many crowds around him, Jesus commanded [them] to come away [with him (see 8:23)] to the other side [of the Sea of Galilee].
19And on approaching [Jesus], one scholar told him, “Teacher, I’ll follow you wherever you go away to.”
20And Jesus tells him, “The foxes have holes, and the birds of the sky [have] nests; but the Son of Man doesn’t have anywhere to incline [his] head.” “Many crowds” recalls the “many crowds” of 4:25–5:1, identified there as “his disciples,” who “followed him” as Peter, Andrew, James, and John had just done (see the comments on that passage, and compare Mark 3:31–35; 4:10, where Jesus identifies “a crowd . . . around him” as his true family, those “who do the will of God”). But as usual in Matthew, the crowds are made up of false disciples as well as true, just as the church is. Jesus takes the initiative, not by commanding the twelve apostles to accompany him on a getaway from the crowds. The Twelve won’t appear in Matthew till 10:1. Jesus takes the initiative by commanding the crowds to come away with him to the other (east) side of the Sea of Galilee. Those who obey his command will prove themselves true disciples. Those who don’t obey will prove themselves false disciples. “One scholar” represents true disciples, just as Jesus’ disciples are called “scholars(s)” in 13:52; 23:34 because of their having learned his teaching and put it into practice (“disciple” = “learner”; see 11:28–30). In contrast with 7:29, this scholar isn’t called “one of their [the non-Christian Jews’] scholars.” “One scholar” (not “a scholar,” as in some translations) contrasts with the “many crowds” and spotlights this true disciple as an example to be emulated (compare especially 23:8–10 for the emphatic use of “one”). His addressing Jesus with “Teacher” suits the scholarship of a disciple/learner and corresponds to Jesus as the disciples’ “one . . . teacher” (23:8). And his responding obediently to Jesus’ command with “I’ll follow you wherever you go away to” gives evidence of true discipleship. He’ll follow to learn from Jesus’ teaching and example. The present tense in “Jesus tells him” underlines Jesus’ immediately following statement, as though in speaking to the scholar he’s also speaking to the contemporary church. The statement about “foxes,” “birds of the sky” (= wild birds as distinguished from domesticated fowl), and “the Son of Man” looks forward to Jesus’ having to sleep in a boat (8:24) despite his exalted status as the Son of Man who in a vision at Daniel 7:13–14 comes with the clouds of heaven, as God himself does, and is given everlasting dominion over all peoples and nations. Earthbound foxes have holes and sky-flying birds have nests, but a boat isn’t suitable for a human being to sleep in, much less for the glorious Son of Man to do so. In following Jesus the Son of Man, true disciples will suffer similar deprivations.

8:21–22: And another of the disciples said to him, “Lord, allow me first to go away and bury my father [compare Genesis 50:5–6].”
22But Jesus tells him, “Follow me, and let the dead bury their own dead.” “Another of the disciples” confirms that the preceding “scholar” was also a disciple. “Another of the disciples” confirms that the “many crowds around him” in 8:18 consisted of professing disciples. But is this disciple true or false? The addressing of Jesus with “Lord, Lord” by those whom Jesus will condemn at the Last Judgment (7:21–23) raises the possibility—perhaps a probability, because few will find the narrow gate that leads to life (7:13–14)—that this disciple’s addressing Jesus with “Lord” bespeaks falsity. “Allow me first to go away and bury my father” confirms falsity (contrast the scholar’s “I’ll follow you wherever you go away to” and the immediacy with which Peter, Andrew, James, and John followed Jesus [4:20, 22]). False disciples find supposedly legitimate reasons not to meet the rigorous demands that Jesus makes. Again the present tense in “Jesus says to him” underlines Jesus’ command to follow him and to let the dead bury their own dead, which probably refers to secondary burial, the custom of boxing up the bones of dead people after the decomposition of their flesh. The custom made room for further corpses on burial shelves in tombs. In the present passage, if the father had just died his son would have been already engaged in the initial burial of his father rather than talking to Jesus. But if the father was already buried, his son might want to delay following Jesus till the father’s remains were ready for secondary burial, a filial duty just as the initial burial was. “The dead” who should “bury their own dead” then refers to family members already dead and secondarily buried in the same tomb with the father: they should take care of his secondary burial since he’s already in their midst. As though they could! But Jesus is speaking ironically. His point is that an immediate following of him takes precedence over all else, even over the duty of a son to take care of his father’s bones (compare 1 Kings 19:19–21). The respective truth and falsity of two representative disciples having been established, this episode ends on the note of Jesus’ imperious demand.

THE AUTHORITY OF JESUS AS SEEN IN A STORM
 Matthew 8:23–27

 

8:23–24: And when he got into the boat, his disciples followed him. That is, his true disciples from among the “many crowds” of professing disciples followed him. For following Jesus “wherever” he goes, as the “one [representative] scholar” of 8:19–20 said he would, indicates genuine discipleship. 24And behold, a great quaking took place in the sea, so that the boat was being covered by the waves. But he was sleeping. “Quaking” usually refers to an earthquake. So “in the sea” clarifies its present use for the quaking of sea water because of a storm, and “great” adds severity to this effect of the storm. Though earthquakes are mentioned in 24:7; 27:54, in 28:2 we’ll read again, “And behold, a great quaking took place,” and this in connection with the announcement of Jesus’ resurrection (compare 21:10). Literarily, then, and despite the disciples’ subsequent misunderstanding, the present great quaking previews the majesty of Jesus in resurrection rather than posing a threat to the disciples’ lives (compare the risen Jesus’ claiming “all authority in heaven and on earth” [28:18], plus Jonah 1:4 with Matthew 12:40 [see Exodus 19:16–25; Psalms 29:1–11; 107:23–32; Isaiah 64:1–3; Ezekiel 1:4–28 for examples of storms as a sign of divine majesty]). Since there’s a great quaking in the sea, the boat is being covered, not in the sense of being swamped, but in the sense that the upheaval of the waters veils the boat from view as it descends into troughs between the waves. Jesus’ sleeping shows him unperturbed; for the great quaking signals his divine majesty, not a mortal threat.

8:25–27: And on approaching, they aroused him [from his sleep], saying, “Lord, save [us]! We’re perishing!” Compare the fright of the women and guards at Jesus’ empty tomb because of the great quaking there (28:2–4). 26And he says to them, “Why are you craven, people of little faith? [compare 6:30; 14:31; 16:8; 17:20].” Then, on getting up, he reprimanded the winds and the sea, and there came about a great calm.
27And the human beings marveled saying, “How marvelous is this [man] in that even the winds and the sea obey him!” For Matthew and his audience the address, “Lord,” highlights Jesus’ divine majesty. But for the disciples, who misunderstand the great quaking in the sea as a threat to their lives rather than as a sign of that majesty, the address issues in a plea for salvation from perishing at sea. We’re reminded that Joseph was instructed to name his adopted son “Jesus,” which means “the Lord [is] salvation,” because Jesus was to “save his people from their sins” (1:21)—a more important kind of salvation than salvation from winds and waves. The present tense in “he says to them” underlines yet again Jesus’ following question. “Why are you craven . . . ?” implies that because of his miracles, exorcisms, and didactic authority, the disciples should have recognized in the great quaking a sign of his divine majesty rather than a threat. “Why are you craven . . . ?” implies they should have reacted with worship of him because of that majesty as signified by the great quaking. “People of little faith” doesn’t imply total absence of faith. They’d asked him to save them, after all. But they didn’t have enough faith to recognize in the great quaking a sign of his divine majesty. The reprimand of the winds and sea produces “a great calm” that replaces “a great quaking,” disabuses the disciples of their timidity, and transforms it into spoken admiration of him for his having exercised authority over the winds and sea. Matthew calls the disciples “the human beings” to point up by contrast the deity of Jesus in addition to his humanity. The deity underlies his authority. For other instances of a contrast between human beings and deity see 6:1–18; 7:9–11; 9:8; 10:32–33; 16:23; 19:26; 21:25–26. There follows another story involving the sea.

JESUS’ AUTHORITY IN CAUSING THE DEATH OF DEMONS
 Matthew 8:28–34

 

8:28–29: And when he’d come to the other side [the east side of the Sea of Galilee], to the region of the Gergasenes, coming out of the tombs there met him two demon-possessed [men], very violent, so that nobody was strong enough [by way of subduing them] to pass by [the demoniacs] through that road [which traversed the region].
29And behold, they yelled saying, “What do we and you have to do with each other, Son of God? Have you come here to torture us ahead of time?” See the comments on Mark 5:1 for “Gergasenes” versus “Gerasenes” and “Gadarenes” in different ancient manuscripts. That two demoniacs address Jesus with “Son of God” satisfies the law that “every matter shall be established on the basis of the mouth [= testimony] of two or three witnesses” (18:16). The description of the demoniacs not only as “violent” but also as “very violent” combines with their twoness to make the coming exorcism a heightened display of Jesus’ divine authority. The tombs were cave-like rooms naturally or artificially formed in rock, or small room-like structures. The inability of anybody to pass by “through that road” may have some significance. For in 7:14; 21:32; 22:16 “road” is used for the “way” of righteousness and therefore could indicate here a symbolic reference to discipleship, for which Jesus authoritatively clears away demonic roadblocks (compare 8:23–27, which likewise started on the note of discipleship and climaxed with Jesus’ majestic authority). “Behold” highlights the demoniacs’ identification of Jesus as God’s Son. Since knowing and pronouncing correctly the name of a deity was thought to gain a certain power over the deity, the identification of Jesus as God’s Son joins the question, “What do we and you have to do with each other . . . ?” for an attempt to get rid of Jesus. The attempt arises out of the demoniacs’ fear that he has come to their region to torment them ahead of time—that is, prior to the Last Judgment (see 13:30 for “time” as a reference to the Last Judgment, and 18:34 for “torturers” in connection with eternal punishment).

8:30–32: And at a distance from them a herd of many pigs was feeding.
31And the demons [not the demoniacs!] were imploring him, saying, “If you cast us out, send us into the herd of pigs.”
32And he told them, “Go.” And they, on coming out, went off into the pigs. And behold, all the herd rushed down the slope into the sea. And they died in the waters. “At a distance” implies that the pig herders (yet to be introduced) were keeping themselves and their pigs far enough away from the demoniacs to avoid being attacked by them.The description of the pigs as “many” makes impressive the rushing of “all the herd down the slope into the sea.” The demons’ “imploring” Jesus and saying “send us” show that the attempt to get rid of him has quickly morphed into a recognition of his authority over them despite their ability to prevent anybody else from passing by their way. They even seem resigned to his exorcising them, so that they can only plead for new, substandard housing in the herd of pigs. Talk about downward mobility! It takes only a single word of command, “Go,” to effect both an exit of the demons and their going off into the pigs. “Behold” dramatizes all the herd’s “rush[ing] down the slope into the sea” and “dy[ing] in the waters [plural for a large body of water].” Deprived of their porcine hosts, the demons began suffering ahead of time—that is, before the Last Judgment—the eternal torture they feared Jesus had come to inflict on them (8:29). Their torture previews what will happen to false disciples.

8:33–34: And those who’d been herding [the pigs] fled and, on going off into the city, reported all things and [in particular] the things concerning the demon-possessed [men].
34And behold, all the city came out for a meeting with Jesus; and on seeing him, they implored that he move away from their borders. “All things” includes what happened to the pigs and the demons. “The things concerning the demon-possessed [men]” calls special attention to the men’s deliverance. In 8:29 “behold” underlined Jesus’ divine sonship. In 8:32 it stressed the effect of Jesus’ command. Here it spotlights the city’s meeting and seeing Jesus, so that his majestic figure entirely crowds out the former demoniacs. Furthermore, it’s “all the city” that comes out “for a meeting with Jesus.” Such a meeting often connoted citizens’ meeting a visiting dignitary outside their city to escort him into the city. These citizens feel such awe on seeing Jesus, though, that they “implored” him to leave their region much as in recognition of his divine authority the demons had been “imploring” him (8:31; compare the centurion’s feeling unworthy to have Jesus enter under his roof [8:8]).

JESUS’ AUTHORITY TO FORGIVE SINS AS A MODEL OF THE DISCIPLES’ AUTHORITY TO FORGIVE SINS
 Matthew 9:1–8

 

Matthew has shown Jesus’ authority over the Law (chapters 5–7), over diseases and demons (8:1–4, 14–17, 28–34), over other human beings (8:18–22), and over winds and waves (8:23–27). Now he shows Jesus’ authority to forgive sins (9:1–8) but will go back to Jesus’ authority over other human beings (9:9–13, 14–17), over diseases (9:18–26, 27–31), and over demons (9:32–34). Matthew designs his stress on Jesus’ authority to steel the audience of this Gospel against their persecutors, whose merely human authority can’t match Jesus’ divine authority.

9:1–2: And on getting into a boat, he crossed [the Sea of Galilee] and came to his own city [Capernaum, on the northwest shore (4:13)].
2And behold, people were bringing to him a paralytic, thrown on a bed. “Paralytic” doesn’t necessarily imply the effect of a stroke, but it does indicate some sort of neuromuscular inability to walk. Much as in 8:6, “thrown on a bed” portrays the man’s paralysis as a malevolent force that Jesus will have to overcome (see also 8:14). “Behold” dramatizes Jesus’ confrontation with that force. And on seeing their faith [that is, the faith of those who were bringing the paralytic], Jesus said, “Take courage, child! Your sins are being forgiven.” “Take courage, child!” carries a note of endearment and creates the expectation of a healing. But Jesus springs a surprise. Instead of healing the paralytic he tells him his sins are being forgiven right then and there. (It isn’t stated that the paralysis was directly caused by these sins.) The Jews of that day expected forgiveness of their sins in the messianic age, but they didn’t expect the Messiah to do the forgiving. Jesus’ pronouncing forgiveness of the paralytic’s sins amounts to a fulfillment of the angel of the Lord’s prediction that Jesus would “save his people from their sins” in accord with the meaning of “Jesus,” namely, “The Lord [is] salvation” (1:21).

9:3–6: And behold, some of the scholars said within themselves, “This [guy] is blaspheming.”
4And on seeing their imaginations, he said, “Why are you imagining evil things in your hearts?
5For what’s easier, to say, ‘Your sins are being forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up and walk’?
6But in order that you may know that the Son of Man on earth has authority to forgive sins”—then he says to the paralytic, “On getting up, pick up your mat [which was used as a stretcher by those who brought him] and go to your house.” “Behold” dramatizes Jesus’ confrontation with the scholars just as the earlier “behold” dramatized his confrontation with the malevolent force of paralysis. In 2:4 the scholars cooperated with Herod the Great in his attempt to kill Jesus. Here, on their own, they imagine that Jesus is blaspheming. It’s evident that they’re equating his pronouncement of forgiveness with blasphemy. But to blaspheme is to slander someone. Matthew doesn’t tell whom they imagined Jesus was blaspheming. For the moment, then, attention focuses solely on the imagining as such. “On seeing their imaginations” portrays Jesus as a mind-reader and contrasts with “on seeing their faith” in 9:2. In other words, the scholars’ imagining that Jesus is blaspheming contrasts with the faith of those who brought the paralytic to him. “Evil things” describes the imagining of blasphemy. So it’s the scholars’ imaginations rather than Jesus’ pronouncement that merits the description “evil.” “For what’s easier . . . ?” makes Jesus’ question substantiate this description. He asks the question from the standpoint of a skeptic who wants visible confirmation of an unobservable and therefore questionable forgiveness. It’s easier to pronounce forgiveness of sins than to command a paralytic to get up and walk. For nobody can falsify the pronouncement, but inability to obey the command would unmask the pronouncer of forgiveness as a pretender. “But in order that you may know that the Son of Man . . . has authority” contrasts with their “imagining evil things.” See the comments on Mark 2:10–11 for “the Son of Man.” “Authority to forgiven sins” indicates that as “the Son of Man on earth,” Jesus himself forgave sins rather than that he merely announced sins as forgiven by God in heaven. That is, the heavenly man-like figure of Daniel 7:13–14 exercised such authority on earth in the person of Jesus, for Jesus is that figure. Dramatizing this authority are (1) Jesus’ breaking off the statement, “But in order that you may know . . .” (he doesn’t complete the sentence); (2) the sudden shift from the plural “you” that addresses the scholars to the singular “you” embedded in the command addressed to the paralytic; and (3) the vivid present tense in “he says to the paralytic.”

9:7–8: And on getting up he went off to his house.
8And on seeing [him do so], the crowds feared and glorified God, who’d given such authority to the human beings. “He went off to his house” corresponds to Jesus’ telling the paralytic to go home and suggests obedient discipleship on his part, just as in 8:18–22 going off to the other side of the Sea of Galilee represented obedient discipleship. As in 4:25–5:1; 7:28; 8:1, 18, “the crowds” stand for Jesus’ disciples, who in contrast with the skeptical scholars fear God and glorify him (compare 10:28; 15:31; 17:6). Since Jesus forgave the paralytic’s sins, we expect God to be described as the one “who’d given such authority to the Son of Man,” that is, to Jesus. Instead, God is described as the one “who’d given such authority to the human beings” (note the plural). Who are these human beings? They can hardly differ from Jesus’ disciples, whom Matthew strikingly called “the human beings” when Jesus calmed the storm (8:27). There, he called them such to make them a foil to his deity. So too here. In other words, Jesus is the “God with us” (1:23) who gives his disciples as human beings the authority to forgive sins. The disciples share his divine authority to forgive sins on earth (compare 16:19; 18:18; John 20:23). And just as his healing of the paralytic demonstrated his authority to forgive sins on earth, so the authority he’ll give his disciples to exorcise demons and heal the sick (10:1) will demonstrate the disciples’ authority to forgive sins on earth. For Matthew, then, Jesus is the God whom the crowds of professing disciples fear and glorify; and Jesus’ forgiving and healing the paralytic provides a model for their own forgiving of sins on Jesus’ behalf and performing miraculous cures to substantiate the forgiveness. (But we shouldn’t substitute the disciples’ authority to forgive sins committed against God for their obligation to forgive those who’ve sinned against them.)

JESUS’ AUTHORITY TO EXERCISE MERCY ON TAX COLLECTORS AND SINNERS IN ACCORD WITH THE OLD TESTAMENT
 Matthew 9:9–13

 

9:9: And as he was going along from there [from the spot where he’d healed the paralytic] he saw a human being called Matthew sitting at [his] tax booth. And he [Jesus] tells him, “Follow me.” And on standing up, he followed him. The description of Matthew as “a human being” makes him another foil to Jesus as “God with us” (1:23; compare the comments on 9:7). The tax collector Matthew represents other tax collectors and sinners in the following part of this episode. Appropriately, Jesus’ calling a sinner, such as this tax collector was, follows Jesus’ forgiving the paralytic’s sins (9:1–8). Matthew was collecting taxes from fishermen and/or collecting taxes in the form of tolls from merchants who were transporting their goods. The present tense in “he [Jesus] tells him” stresses the authority of Jesus in commanding Matthew to follow him and suggests that Jesus is still commanding people to follow him. So strong is his authority that despite the lack of prior contact with Jesus, Matthew’s standing up and following him replace sitting at a tax booth. As did Peter, Andrew, James, and John, Matthew forsakes his occupation right in the middle of pursuing it (compare 4:18–22).

9:10: And it happened while he was reclining at home that, behold, many tax collectors and sinners, having come, were reclining [at table] with Jesus and his disciples. At special meals the diners reclined on cushions laid on the floor. “At home” links up with Jesus’ having set up house in Capernaum (4:13) and thus makes him the host at a banquet in his own house (compare 9:28; 13:1, 36; 17:25). “Behold” highlights the reclining of tax collectors and sinners with him and his disciples. The role of host enhances his authority in the coming exercise of mercy on sinners. Tax collectors were despised for collaboration with Gentile overlords, for handling currency with pagan inscriptions and iconography, and for dishonesty. The tax collectors in the Gospels seem to be Jewish customs officials (working under Herod Antipas in Galilee) rather than Roman tax collectors. In Jewish vocabulary “sinners” referred to pagan Gentiles and to notably wicked Jews, including tax collectors. That such people had “come” to Jesus at his home implies their having come for discipleship at his invitation (compare 8:18–19), and that they were “many” adumbrates the worldwide discipling of “all nations” by those who were already disciples, like the disciples here (24:14; 28:19–20).

9:11–13: And on seeing [this state of affairs], the Pharisees were saying to his disciples, “Why is your teacher [compare 17:24] eating with the tax collectors and sinners?” It was customary in the Near East for outsiders to stand around observing banqueters, as the Pharisees do here. Pharisees stressed avoidance of moral and ritual contamination—hence their asking why Jesus is hobnobbing with degenerates. Apparently his putdown of scholars in 9:1–8 leads the Pharisees to address his disciples rather than him. “Your teacher” echoes especially 5:1–2, recalls for Matthew’s audience the didactic authority of Jesus in contrast with “their scholars” (7:28–29), prepares for “learn” here in 9:13, and previews Jesus’ identifying himself as “your teacher” in 23:8. He hears the Pharisees’ question and authoritatively takes the initiative by performing another putdown, this time a purely verbal one: 12But he,
on hearing [the question], said, “Those who are strong [= healthy] have no need of a physician; rather, those who are sick [have need of a physician].
13But go learn what it is [= means], ‘I want mercy and not sacrifice [Hosea 6:6 (compare Matthew 12:7)].’ For I didn’t come to call righteous [people]—rather, sinful [people].” In the proverb that Jesus cites, righteous people correspond to the strong, the healthy. Sinners correspond to the sick. Jesus corresponds to the physician. The figurative use of illness for sin comes from the causal relation between sin and illness (whatever the directness or indirectness of that causal relation) and makes appropriate the presence of this passage among stories of healing. But Jesus is speaking at a special meal. So his calling sinful people carries the connotation of inviting them to the banquet of salvation, for which he’s the host (compare 8:11; 22:1–14). “Go” implies that the Pharisees have no part in this banquet, at least not until and unless they learn what Hosea 6:6 means. “Learn” produces a wordplay with “disciples,” which means “learners,” and also with “Matthew” in that “Matthew,” “learn,” and “disciple” all begin with math- in the original Greek (though the meaning of “Matthew” differs). “Mercy” characterizes disciples (5:7). In Hosea 6:6 it’s the Lord who wants mercy and not sacrifice. Here it’s Jesus as Lord who wants the Pharisees to learn mercy, because he himself came to show mercy to sinners by inviting them to the messianic banquet of salvation, anticipated in his having invited them to enjoy table fellowship with him at his home (compare his having come to fulfill the Prophets, like Hosea [5:17]). “For I didn’t come . . .” makes Jesus’ coming to call sinful people the reason for learning mercy. Righteous people have appeared in 1:19; 5:45 and will reappear throughout this Gospel. They don’t need to be invited, because they’ve already accepted Jesus’ invitation.

JESUS’ AUTHORITY IN THE PRESERVATION OF FASTING
 Matthew 9:14–17

 

Appropriately, a question about fasting follows a question about eating (9:10–13). 9:14–15: Then the disciples of John [the baptizer] approach him [Jesus], saying, “Why are we and the Pharisees fasting but your disciples aren’t fasting?” The present tense of “approach” grabs attention for a question about fasting. The question arises out of the importance Jews attached to fasting as a religious practice. The occasion for the fasting of John’s disciples and the Pharisees isn’t identified, or the question may refer to fasting in general (“Why do we and the Pharisees fast but your disciples don’t fast?”). In either case, the accent rests on fasting versus nonfasting as such, not on an occasion or occasions for fasting. 15And Jesus told them, “The sons of the bridal chamber [= the bridegroom’s attendants] can’t mourn so long as the bridegroom is with them, can they?” Of course not! Wedding feasts lasted for days. It isn’t just inappropriate for the attendants to mourn during such a feast. They can’t mourn during it, for otherwise the feast wouldn’t be a feast. It would be a funeral. But why do we read about mourning where we expect to read about fasting? The answer lies in Jesus’ next statement: “But days will come whenever the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they’ll fast.” The taking away of the bridegroom will cause mourning such as can’t characterize his attendants so long as the bridegroom is with them, and the mourning will be indicated by fasting. “The sons of the bridal chamber” represent Jesus’ disciples. “The bridegroom” represents him. “So long as the bridegroom is with them” represents the period of Jesus’ earthly ministry. His being “with them” represents his being “God with us” (1:23). Their inability to “mourn” so long as he’s with them represents the disciples’ inability to mourn at banquets such as they’ve just enjoyed at his home in Capernaum. His being “taken away from them” represents the violent death he’ll suffer (compare Isaiah 53:8). The “days” that will then come represent the following age of the church. “Whenever” (where we expect a simple “When”) stresses the resumption of fasting by Jesus’ disciples once he’s taken away from them. “Then they’ll fast” contains a prediction of their fasting and links with Jesus’ instructions on fasting in 6:16–18. Thus he closes the door against false disciples’ enjoying a luxurious life in which fasting never plays a part (see 24:48–51 for a description of such a life by false disciples).

9:16–17: “And no one throws [in the sense of ‘sews’] a throw-on [in the sense of ‘a patch’] of unshrunk cloth on an old garment.” The wordplay between “throw . . . on” and “a throw-on” is obvious. “For its fullness [the part of the patch that overlaps the old garment and is sewn onto it] takes away from the garment [when at its first washing the patch but not the previously washed garment shrinks] and the rip [that was supposed to be remedied by the patch] becomes worse.
17Nor do people throw [in the sense of ‘pour’] new wine into old wineskins. Otherwise, indeed, the wineskins burst [because the new wine swells as it ages whereas the old wineskins have already been stretched to their limit through prior use]; and the wine is spilled out and the wineskins are ruined. Rather, people throw [= pour] new wine into new wineskins; and both are preserved together.” These saying support the taking up and continuance of the old practice of fasting once Jesus is taken away. “Indeed” strengthens this support. We should avoid individual identifications of the patch of unshrunk cloth, the old garment, the new wine, the old wineskins, and the new wineskins. For such identifications spoil simple metaphors concerning the need to preserve a good religious practice, that of fasting. Its hiatus during Jesus’ earthly ministry offers no excuse for failure to practice it during his absence.

JESUS’ AUTHORITY OVER DEATH AND IN THE SALVATION OF A WOMAN WITH A FLOW OF BLOOD
 Matthew 9:18–26

 

Here we have intertwined stories of two miracles. 9:18–19: And while he [Jesus] was saying these things to them [the disciples of John the baptizer (9:14–17)], behold, one ruler, having approached, was worshiping him while saying, “My daughter has just ended [= died]. But come lay your hand on her, and she’ll live.” “Behold” and the “one” that singles out the ruler highlight his worshiping Jesus. As elsewhere, worshiping means kneeling before the object of worship and touching one’s head to the ground. This body language doesn’t have to imply that the ruler thought Jesus to be divine; but for Matthew and his audience it certainly does. And being a ruler makes the worship of Jesus more noteworthy than if the ruler were an ordinary fellow. That Matthew doesn’t tell what the ruler ruled centers attention solely on his worshiping Jesus despite his own status as a ruler. “And she’ll live” states a confident prediction that displays the ruler’s faith and implies Jesus’ authority over death. The mere laying of Jesus’ hand on the dead daughter will convert her death into life. So the ruler believes, and so Matthew wants us to believe. 19And on getting up [from reclining at meal at home, where the ruler approached him (9:10)], Jesus started following him; and his disciples [did too].

9:20–21: And behold, a woman who’d been flowing with blood for twelve years, on approaching [Jesus] from behind, touched the tassel of his garment.
21For she was saying within herself, “If I were only to touch his garment, I will be saved.” As “behold” highlighted the ruler’s worshiping Jesus (9:18), so another “behold” highlights this woman’s touching Jesus’ garment. Because her flow of blood made her ritually unclean and defiling to others (Leviticus 15:19–33), she approached from behind to sneak a touch. The tassel she touched was a Mosaically commanded attachment to the garments of Jews (Numbers 15:38–40; Deuteronomy 22:12 [compare Matthew 14:36; 23:5]). So Matthew’s mentioning the tassel portrays Jesus as conforming to the Mosaic law (compare 5:17–20), all the more so in that the tassel had the purpose of reminding Jews of “all the Lord’s commandments so as to do them.” “If I were . . . to touch his garment” sets out an unsure possibility. “I will be saved” sets out a sure result. “If I were only to touch his garment” (compare 14:36) parallels the centurion’s saying, “Only speak with a word” (8:8). Only a word, only a touch—such emphases portray Jesus’ authority as so great that for miraculous cures it needs but little exercise. In the woman’s mind, “I will be saved” has to do with deliverance from the chronic flow of blood that has afflicted her for twelve years. (“Hemorrhage” is too strong a term, for she couldn’t have survived twelve years of suffering the amount of blood loss usually connoted by that term.)

9:22: And on turning and seeing her, Jesus said, “Take courage, daughter! Your faith has saved you.” And the woman was saved from that hour. Matthew doesn’t say what prompted Jesus to turn and see the woman. (Did he feel a tug on his garment, or healing power go out from him, for example?) So the accent falls on what he said. “Take courage!” echoes 9:2 and prepares for the gift of salvation by faith. “Your faith has saved you” shows that it wasn’t her touch as such that saved her—rather, her faith that led her to touch Jesus’ garment. This salvation by faith from a physical ailment symbolizes the salvation by faith that Jesus provides from sins (1:21). To stress the immediacy and permanence of both kinds of salvation, Matthew says “the woman was saved from that hour” (see the comments on 8:13 for “that hour”). Jesus’ addressing her with “daughter” links her story with that of the ruler’s daughter and portrays the woman as a member of Jesus’ true family, that is, as a daughter of God the heavenly Father and therefore as a true sister of Jesus (12:46–50).

9:23–24: And on coming into the ruler’s house and seeing the flutists and the crowd making an uproar,
24Jesus was saying, “Back off! For the little girl hasn’t died; rather, she’s sleeping.” And they started laughing him to scorn. For a funeral, Jewish rabbinical literature directs even the poorest families to hire at least two flutists and one female wailer. The present crowd makes an uproar of wailing while the flutists play their instruments. The presence of a crowd reflects the father’s status as a ruler. The crowd hasn’t been following Jesus and therefore doesn’t stand here for his professing disciples. But he puts his authority over them on exhibit with the terse command, “Back off!” and then explains why they should back off and thus cease bewailing the little girl’s death. The explanation that she hasn’t died but sleeps, at which the listeners start laughing, presupposes his raising her shortly. Her death will amount to no more than a nap (compare Daniel 12:2; John 11:11–13). The crowd’s laughing substantiates that they don’t stand for Jesus’ professing disciples. He’ll have the last laugh.

9:25–26: And when the crowd had been thrown out, on entering he grasped her hand; and the little girl got up.
26And this report [= the news of Jesus’ raising her] went out into that whole land. “Had been thrown out” underlines the effectiveness of Jesus’ command to back off. Since he’d already come into the ruler’s house (9:23), “on entering” refers to further entrance into the room where the girl lay. Then the revival took place as a result of his merely grasping her hand. Because she was nappingly dead, she couldn’t touch Jesus. So his grasping her hand complements the touching of his garment by the woman with a flow of blood. Mere contact brought health in the one case and life in the other. “Into that whole land”—what land? “Land of Zebulun and land of Naphtali . . . Galilee of the nations,” where Capernaum was located (4:13–15)? Perhaps the best guess. But the anonymity of the land into which went the report of Jesus’ raising the girl foreshadows the proclamation of the gospel in “the whole inhabited [earth]” (24:14).

JESUS’ LORDLY AUTHORITY IN THE HEALING OF TWO BLIND MEN
 Matthew 9:27–31; compare 20:29–34

 

9:27–28: And as Jesus was going along from there [= from the ruler’s house (9:23–26)], two blind [men] followed him, shouting and saying, “Have mercy on us, Son [= descendant] of David!”
28And when he’d gone home [= into his house in Capernaum (see 4:13 and 9:10 with comments)], the blind [men] approached him. And Jesus says to them, “Do you believe that I can do this [that is, have mercy on you by giving you sight]?” They say to him, “Yes, Lord.” The following of Jesus by the blind men casts them in the role of disciples from the very beginning of this story. But how could they see to follow? Perhaps by using their ears instead of their eyes. But Matthew’s leaving the physical question unanswered supports their following as theologically indicative of discipleship. “Shouting” implies that they were lagging behind, as well they might because of their blindness. The addressing of Jesus with “Son of David” suits Matthew’s emphasis on Jesus as the Davidic Messiah (see the comments on chapters 1–2); and their “approach[ing]” him evinces a respect for him that suits his followers. The present tense in “Jesus says to them” and “They say to him” enlivens the dialogue, as though it were going on right now. The question of belief in Jesus’ ability echoes 8:2, 10, 13; 9:2, 22; and the answer, “Yes, Lord,” evinces a truly discipular belief and confession of Jesus’ lordship. Thus both his Davidic ancestry (a necessary qualification for messiahship) and his deity receive a double witness in line with the Mosaic requirement that every matter be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses (18:16, quoting Deuteronomy 19:15).

9:29–31: Then he touched their eyes, saying, “It’s to happen for you in accordance with your faith [compare 9:22; 13:58].”
30And their eyes were opened [in the sense that they could now see; compare 2 Kings 6:20; Isaiah 35:5a; 42:7a]. And Jesus growled at them, saying, “See [that] no one knows [that I’ve healed your blindness].”
31But they, on going out, publicized him in that whole land. “Then” makes Jesus’ touching the eyes of the blind men consequent, as he himself says, on their confessing faith in his ability as the Lord to give them sight. As in 8:3, 15; 9:20–21, 25, mere contact with Jesus effects healing. His growling doesn’t display anger. It displays the forcefulness of his command. Adding further forcefulness is its starting with “See [that],” where a simple “Let no one know” would have sufficed. The ex-blind men couldn’t hide that they now had sight. But they could keep secret that it was Jesus who had healed their blindness in the privacy of his home. The command to secrecy starts an emphasis on Jesus’ humility (see further and especially 11:29; 12:16, 17–21; 21:5), and the forcefulness of this command adds to the emphasis. Despite that forcefulness, the ex-blind men publicize Jesus, not just their healing, the forcefulness of his command making a foil against which their publicizing him stands out in bold relief. Does their disobedience pay tribute to Jesus’ lordly ability to heal blindness in that they couldn’t contain themselves, or does Matthew cite their disobedience disapprovingly? Or should we think of both possibilities at once? It’s hard to be sure. But at least the publicizing of Jesus makes his humility, seen in the command not to publicize him, also stand out in bold relief. For “in that whole land” see the comments on 9:26.

JESUS’ MARVELOUS AUTHORITY IN EXORCISING A DEMON FROM A DEAF-MUTE
 Matthew 9:32–34; compare 12:22–24

 

9:32–33a: And as they [the two ex-blind men of 9:27–31] were going out [from Jesus’ house in Capernaum; see 9:28 with comments], behold, people brought to him a demon-possessed deaf-mute.
33aAnd after the demon had been cast out, the deaf-mute spoke. As often elsewhere, “behold” adds drama to this episode. The bringing of a deaf-mute “as [the ex-blind men] were going out” has Jesus exercising his lordly authority without interruption. Muteness, a result of deafness, gets emphasis in the story because its reversal in the gift of speech is more quickly obvious than the implied reversal of deafness. Nevertheless, deafness is implied by Jesus’ not speaking to the demon in performing the exorcism, whereas apart from an exorcism at long distance (15:21–28) he speaks when exorcising demons (8:32; 17:18; cf. 11:5; 12:22).

9:33b–34: And the crowds marveled, saying, “Never has it appeared like this in Israel!” That is to say, the giving of speech and hearing to a deaf-mute has never been observed before in the whole history of Israel (but see the prophecy in Isaiah 35:5b). “Like this” adds the note of manner—by means of exorcizing a demon—to the fact of the gift. The presence of “the crowds” with Jesus at his home (see 9:28, 32 with comments) continues Matthew’s portrayal of them as professing disciples. Their marveling suits discipleship. 34But the Pharisees were saying, “He’s casting out demons by the ruler of the demons.” The Pharisees are running true to form (see 3:7–10; 5:20; 9:11). They attribute not only this exorcism but also Jesus’ other exorcisms (note the plural of “demons” here versus the singular of “demon” in 9:33a) to the authority of the demons’ ruler (identified in 12:24, 26–27 as “Beelzebul,” a name for Satan) rather than to Jesus’ authority as the lordly Son of Man. As critics of him, the Pharisees foreshadow those who oppose the church at the time Matthew writes his Gospel.

  

THE WORK AND COMPASSION OF THE LORD OF THE HARVEST
 Matthew 9:35–38
 

As in 4:23–25, a summary of Jesus’ activities rounds out the largely narratival chapters 8–9 and helps make a bridge to Jesus’ second long discourse in chapter 10 (see chapters 5–7 for the first one).

9:35–36: And Jesus was going around all the cities and towns, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom [for which see the comments on 3:2] and healing every kind of disease and every kind of ailment. See the comments on 4:23. 36And on seeing the crowds he felt sorry for them, because they were harried and huddled, “as if [they were] sheep not having a shepherd [compare Numbers 27:17; 1 Kings 22:17; 2 Chronicles 18:16; Ezekiel 34:5].” The description of the crowds as “harried and huddled, as if [they were] like sheep not having a shepherd” portends persecution of the disciples in Matthew’s day, the period when Jesus as “the bridegroom” will have been “taken away from them” (9:15 [compare 2:6 for Jesus as a shepherd, like David]). (In 28:20 Jesus will promise to be with them always, but he’ll have made clear in 18:20 that such presence will differ in kind from his current physical presence with them on earth.) Matthew has repeatedly made the crowds that follow Jesus stand for professing disciples of his (see the comments on 4:25–5:1; 7:28; 8:1, 18; 9:8, 33) and stressed the persecution of those disciples (most explicitly in 5:10–12, 44). For Matthew’s audience, then, the compassion of Jesus for his harried and huddled sheep is designed to comfort and encourage them in their persecution.

9:37–38: Then he tells his disciples, “The harvest [is] plentiful, but the workers [are] few.
38So you should ask the Lord of the harvest [the one who hires workers and sends them to his field] that he thrust out workers into his harvest.” The present tense in “he tells” has the effect of making Jesus address his following words to the contemporary church as well as to his original disciples. But who are these disciples? Since in 4:25–5:1 Matthew identified the crowds with professing disciples of Jesus (as confirmed by 7:28–29), we’re to see the same progression here: Matthew identifies the harried and huddled crowds with Jesus’ disciples, so that Jesus tells the crowds of disciples that because the evangelistic harvest is plentiful yet few of them are engaged in the work of evangelism, they should pray the Lord of the harvest to thrust workers from their own midst out into his harvest. Then he does exactly that in chapter 10 by summoning the Twelve from their midst and sending them on an evangelistic tour. This sending will preview his later sending them, minus Judas Iscariot, to make further disciples of all nations (28:16–20). So he himself is “the Lord of the harvest” to whom the disciples are to pray for the thrusting out of workers. The workers he thrusts out originate among the very disciples who are to pray that he thrust out workers. And the harvest is “his” in that it will consist of converts to him.


  



THE WORKERS OF THE LORD OF THE HARVEST AND THEIR AUTHORITY
 Matthew 10:1–4
 

10:1: And on summoning his twelve disciples [from among “the crowds” of “his disciples” in 9:36–37], he gave them authority over unclean spirits so as to cast them out and [authority] to heal every kind of disease and every kind of ailment. Matthew mentions the Twelve without explanation, because his Jewish Christian audience already know about them. Jesus has authority (7:29; 9:6) and now shares it with the Twelve (compare 9:8). “Unclean spirits” is a Jewish way of referring to demons. The authority to cast them out matches Jesus’ own authority to do so (4:24; 8:16, 31–32; 9:34), and the authority “to heal every kind of disease and every kind of ailment” likewise matches his own authority to heal them (4:23; 9:35).

10:2–4: And the names of the twelve apostles are these: first Simon (the one called Peter) and Andrew (his brother) and James (the [son] of Zebedee) and John (his brother);
3Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew (the tax collector [see 9:9]); James (the [son] of Alphaeus) and Thaddaeus;
4Simon (the Cananean) and Judas (the Iscariot, who also gave him [Jesus] over [to his enemies]). In 10:1 Matthew called the Twelve “disciples.” Now he calls them “apostles,” because Jesus has given them his own authority, because he’s about to send them to reap an evangelistic harvest, and because “apostles” means “those sent with their sender’s own authority.” “First Simon” puts this Simon forward as the leading and representative apostle. “The one called Peter” distinguishes him from a later “Simon,” called “the Cananean.” The linking of Simon, Andrew, James, and John with three intervening occurrences of “and” keeps them a foursome in line with their call to discipleship in 4:18–22. The two occurrences of “his brother” (one each with Andrew and John) point to the larger brotherhood of the church (compare the comments on 1:2, 11; 4:18, 21; 5:22–24, 47; 7:3–5 and so on). “The [son] of Zebedee” distinguishes James in the foursome from a later James, called “the [son] of Alphaeus.” The remaining names are paired in conformity with the law of two or three witnesses (18:16; Numbers 35:30; Deuteronomy 17:6; 19:15), because the Twelve will testify as witnesses (10:18 [compare 24:14]). “The Cananean” doesn’t mean “the Canaanite”—rather, “the zealot” (“Cananean” being an Aramaic word). But Matthew makes nothing of that meaning; so for him it merely helps distinguish the two Simons. “The Iscariot” has an uncertain meaning but distinguishes Judas the betrayer of Jesus from Judas the brother of Jesus (13:55).

  

JESUS’ COMMISSIONING THE TWELVE TO HARVEST ISRAEL
 Matthew 10:5–15
 

10:5–8: These twelve Jesus sent after ordering them, saying, “You shouldn’t go off into a road of Gentiles [that is, into Gentile territory] and you shouldn’t go into a city of Samaritans.
6But journey, rather, to the lost sheep [consisting] of the house of Israel [compare Jeremiah 50:6].
7And as you journey preach, saying, ‘The reign of heaven has drawn near.’
8Heal sick people. Raise dead people. Cleanse lepers. Cast out demons. You’ve received freely [the authority to perform these deeds]. Give freely [by performing them without remuneration].” Gentile territories bounded Galilee on all sides except the southern. There, Samaria bounded Galilee. Consequently, the prohibitions against taking a road into any Gentile territory and against entering any Samaritan city limit the twelve apostles initially to Galilee; and “to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” limits them to Jews living there. Thus the apostles’ ministry follows the pattern of Jesus’ ministry, which began in Galilee (4:12–17). This correlation will be strengthened later by the stated limitation of his ministry “to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (15:24). Exceptionally, some Gentiles do believe in him during his ministry (8:5–13, 28–34; 15:21–28); but a planned mission to Gentiles doesn’t start till after the Jewish authorities have engineered his crucifixion and he has risen from the dead—that is, not till the kingdom (“the reign of heaven”) has been transferred to the church (see especially 21:43 with 28:18–20). The present limitation belongs to an initial stage alone, then, and rests on the correlation between the ministries of Jesus and the Twelve. Like teacher, like disciples. This correlation gets further strength from Jesus’ ordering the apostles to proclaim the very same message he has been proclaiming (see 4:17), to perform the very same deeds he has been performing, and to do so without financial charge just as he hasn’t charged the beneficiaries of his ministry and just as the apostles haven’t had to pay for the authority he has given them. The gospel is good news partly because it offers salvation without cost to the recipients, who have only to exercise repentance and faith.

10:9–10: “You shouldn’t acquire gold or silver or copper [coins] for your belts [of cloth, in whose twisted folds the coins would be kept],
10nor a bag for the road [to carry food for sustenance along the way] nor two tunics [robes worn under an outer robe and next to the skin] nor sandals nor a staff. For the worker is worthy [= deserving] of his maintenance.” Since Jesus has just told the Twelve to give their services freely, “You shouldn’t acquire” means they shouldn’t seek or accept payment in the form of money or items for travel—not even copper coins of little value, much less gold coins of great value and silver ones of middling value. “Nor a bag for the road” implies depending for sufficient food on the hospitality of those in the cities and towns visited during the itineration. Don’t worry, for your heavenly Father will see to it that you’ve had enough to eat before leaving and that you’ll have enough to eat on arriving in the next city or town (compare 6:25–34). To acquire from beneficiaries of your services two tunics in addition to the tunic you’re already wearing would give what we’d call two changes of underwear for the mission. To acquire from such beneficiaries a pair of sandals would give you a change of footgear once your present pair wears thin from journeying. And to acquire from beneficiaries a staff in addition to the one you’re already using would provide extra support on steep terrain and extra protection against wild beasts. So we have an ascending order of desirability: the lunchbag for a mid-trip snack to be desired least, two tunics for changes of underwear to be desired somewhat, an extra pair of sandals for protecting the feet to be desired much, and an extra staff for warding off wild animals and steadying yourself on dangerously steep and slippery mountain paths to be desired most of all. “For the worker is worthy of his maintenance” identifies the Twelve as “the workers” whom Jesus, “the Lord of the harvest,” is thrusting out “into his harvest” and gives the reason why they shouldn’t acquire the foregoing items from beneficiaries along the way. It’s that their hosts’ provision of hospitality (“maintenance” of room and board) is what these workers deserve. But for them to acquire the forbidden items from beneficiaries of their services would amount to self-aggrandizement and thereby disobey the command to “give freely” as they’ve “received freely” (10:8).

But who will provide the Twelve hospitality? 10:11–13: “And into whatever city or town you go, check out who in it is worthy and stay there till you go out [of that city or town].
12And as you enter into the house [that is, whatever house you enter for possible hospitality], greet it [that is, the household].
13And if on the one hand the household is worthy, your peace is to come on it [or ‘on them,’ since the household will consist of the people living in the house].
But if on the other hand it isn’t worthy, your peace is to return to you.” What constitutes worthiness here? Answer: readiness to provide the Twelve, or pairs of them, with the hospitality that consists in room and board. And who will provide them with such hospitality? Answer: other disciples of Jesus who’ll demonstrate the genuineness of their discipleship by so doing, as opposed to still other disciples who’ll demonstrate the falsity of their discipleship by refusing such hospitality (see 25:31–46, where Jesus says that his true disciples gave him room and board when they gave others of his disciples room and board, and the reverse for false disciples). In view of these alternatives, “peace” represents messianic salvation in addition to a simple Semitic “hello” (shalōm in modern Hebrew). So the Twelve are to check out who in a city or town is worthy by going into a house and greeting its inhabitants (“the household”) to see whether they offer them hospitality. If they do, the Twelve’s “peace” sticks and they themselves are to stay there till they exit the city or town. If the household refuses them hospitality, the Twelve are to retract their “peace” and find hospitality elsewhere, because there’ll be no messianic salvation for those people. The Twelve have Jesus’ own authority in the granting and retracting of such peace, and their staying in a worthy household cements that household’s salvation. Jesus has already made disciples throughout Galilee. The Twelve, then, aren’t to stay just anywhere. They’re to stay in homes where the proclamation of the reign of heaven has already found a true and favorable reception (compare Matthew’s emphasis on Christian brotherhood and 25:31–46).

10:14–15: “And whoever doesn’t welcome you and doesn’t heed your words—as you go outside that house or city, shake out the dust of your feet.
15Amen I tell you, it will be more endurable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgment than for that city.” “Your words” harks back to the Twelve’s proclaiming, “The reign of heaven has drawn near” (10:7), the very words Jesus proclaimed (4:17), so that “your words” equate with his own words (“these my words,” as he said in 7:24, 26). Here, exit is consequent on rejection rather than on completion of ministry (as in 10:11). “Shake out the dust of your feet” means to shake out of your clothing the dust kicked up by your feet in the course of walking on unpaved paths. So the Twelve have Jesus’ authority to pronounce judgment with this gesture on those who refuse them and their words. And because it’s his authority they exercise as apostles, judgment is certain to strike. “I tell you,” reinforced by an initial “Amen,” underlines the severity as well as certainty of the judgment. Since Sodom and Gomorrah had become proverbial for their wickedness, “It [the judgment] will be more endurable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah” raises that severity to new heights (compare Genesis 18–19). And “in the day of judgment” tells when the judgment will strike, that is, at the Last Day. “More endurable” implies different degrees of eternal punishment.

  

JESUS’ WARNING OF PERSECUTION IN A MISSION THAT WILL EVOLVE INTO THE INCLUSION OF GENTILES
 Matthew 10:16–42
 

This long passage divides into a description of persecution with instructions to beware of informers, not to worry about preparing statements for trial ahead of time, and to flee from one city to another rather than staying suicidally in a city that poses a threat to life and limb (10:16–23). Reasons not to fear persecution follow (10:24–42). They include the solidarity in suffering of the disciples and their master (10:24–25), the impossibility of hiding the truth (10:26–27), the inconsequentiality of physical martyrdom as compared with eternal punishment of the whole person (10:28), the value God the Father places on Jesus’ disciples (10:29–31), the necessity of confessing Jesus before other human beings if you’re to be confessed by him before God (10:32–33), the unworthiness of anyone who draws back through fear of personal abuse (10:34–39), and the conveyance of eternal life in Christ through such costly ministry (10:40–42).

10:16: “Behold, I’m sending you off like sheep in the midst of wolves. So become shrewd, as serpents [are], and guileless, as doves [are].” In Matthew’s Greek, “I’m sending” is a verbal form of the noun “apostle” (10:2). Just as sheep in the midst of wolves are exposed to attack, so the Twelve will be exposed to persecution, martyrdom in particular. Therefore they need to develop shrewdness for avoidance of martyrdom, so far and so long as is possible without miscarrying their mission; for martyrdom would cut short their ministry (see 10:23 for flight as a shrewd way of avoiding martyrdom). The comparison to serpents’ shrewdness reflects Genesis 3:1–13. But shrewdness needs the balance of guilelessness; for without guilelessness shrewdness degenerates into deception, the mainspring of hypocrisy such as characterizes false prophets (“wolves in sheep’s clothing” according to 7:15 [compare Romans 16:19; Philippians 2:15]). Ever since Noah sent out a dove that returned with “a freshly picked olive leaf” as the sign of a world cleansed of evil by the flood (Genesis 8:8–12), the dove has symbolized the purity of guilelessness.

10:17–18: “And take precaution against the human beings [as distinguished from the serpents and the doves just mentioned in 10:16]. For they’ll give you over to sanhedrins [Jewish local courts], and in their synagogues they’ll flog you [compare Deuteronomy 25:1–3; Acts 22:19; 2 Corinthians 11:24].
18And you’ll be led before both governors and kings on account of me for a testimony to them and the nations.” “For a testimony to them [‘governors and kings’] and the nations” signals that Jesus’ instructions for the Twelve’s immediate Galilean mission to Jews alone have now evolved into instructions for a later mission to all the world’s nations, not just to the Jews (24:14; 28:18–20). “Before governors and kings” will give the disciples a megaphone to reach those nations. “On account of me” puts Jesus at the center of the disciples’ coming testimony. “You’ll be led” indicates duress. Being given over “to sanhedrins” and flogged “in their synagogues” indicates a start of persecution in Jewish quarters before the expansion of persecution among Gentiles. The disciples will be flogged as Jesus was flogged (see 20:19 with 10:24–25). But who are “the human beings” against whom disciples are to take precaution? Unbelievers in general? Perhaps. But in view of the use of “the human beings” for disciples in 8:27 (with 8:23); 9:8 and in view of Jesus’ prediction that “many . . . will betray one another” (24:10), the present warning may have in view especially false disciples who’ll hand over true disciples to authorities to save their own necks in times of persecution.

10:19–20: “And whenever they give you over, you shouldn’t worry about how or what you should say. For what you should say will be given to you in that hour [= the hour of your trial].
20For you’re not the ones speaking; rather, the Spirit of your Father [is] the one speaking in you.” The prohibition of worry over how or what to say parallels the prohibition in 6:31, 34 of worry over what to eat, drink, and wear. The omission of “how” with the second “what you should say” shows that “how” with the first one has to do with the content of speech, not with its style (see 10:7 for the content). And this content comes from the Spirit speaking in the disciples, so that when speaking themselves they use his words. Not to worry, then, as reinforced by the assuring designation of the Spirit as “of your Father.”

10:21–22: “And a brother will give [his] brother over to death, and a father [will give his] child over [to death]. And children will rise up against [their] parents and have them put to death [as a result of accusations before the authorities (compare Micah 7:6)].
22And you’ll be hated by all [kinds of people as well as your family members] because of my name. But the one enduring to an end—this one will be saved [compare Micah 7:7; Daniel 12:12–13].” “Because of my name” refers to the use of Jesus’ name in prophesying, exorcising demons, and performing miracles (compare 7:22). The treachery of nondisciples and false disciples toward true disciples in their own families expands into a general hatred of true disciples on the part of all. But Jesus promises salvation to those who hold out “to an end.” Since he has just spoken of being “put to death,” “the one enduring to an end” is the disciple who endures persecution to the point of martyrdom. “This one” gives special recognition to such a disciple. Jesus’ promise has the purpose of steeling disciples against treachery, hatred, and martyrdom. Sticking true will demonstrate a genuineness of discipleship that ensures eternal salvation (see further the comments on Mark 13:9–13).

10:23: “But whenever they persecute [literally, ‘pursue’] you in this city [where you’ve gone], flee into another [city]. For amen I tell you, you’ll by no means have ended [= finished visiting] the cities of Israel till the Son of Man comes.” There’s a fine contrast between pursuit and fleeing. Flight is the only legitimate way to avoid persecution, which could issue in martyrdom; and flight has the added benefit that disciples minister the gospel in the farther cities into which they flee. Hence the command to flee (compare examples of withdrawal from danger in 2:12–14, 22; 4:12; 12:15; 14:13; 15:21). But just as the warning of persecution ended in an assurance of salvation for the tried and true (10:16–22), so the command to flee from one city to another ends in an assurance of the Son of Man’s coming before the disciples have run out of cities to flee to. “I tell you,” reinforced with a prefixed “Amen,” strengthens the assurance. Since Matthew wrote long after the Twelve’s mission in Galilee and the Son of Man hadn’t yet returned, by implication the mission to Israel has remained open at the same time it has expanded to include all nations (see 24:14; 28:18–20 again).

As an antidote to fear, Jesus now draws a parallel between the persecution of his disciples and his own persecution. 10:24–25: “A disciple isn’t above [his] teacher, nor a slave above his master [‘above’ in the sense of rank and consequent authority].
25[It’s] enough for the disciple that he become like his teacher and the slave like his master.” “Disciple” means “learner” and therefore complements “teacher.” The word translated “master” also means “Lord,” and Jesus has often appeared as the Lord (3:3; 7:21–22; 8:2, 6, 8, 21, 25; 9:28, 38 and later). So as applied to Jesus’ disciples, “slaves” stresses subordination to Jesus as their Lord even more than “disciples” stresses subordination to him as their teacher. “Like his teacher” and “like his master” have to do with similarity in the suffering of persecution, and “[It’s] enough” means that Jesus’ disciples shouldn’t try to outdo him by avoiding martyrdom at all costs, as he did not. Following statements will explain that they could avoid martyrdom, though at eternal cost, by failing to proclaim the gospel and by disowning Jesus before others (10:26–33). “If people have nicknamed the houseowner ‘Beelzebul,’ how much more [will they stigmatize] the members of his household.” “The houseowner” stands for Jesus. People’s having nicknamed him “Beelzebul” anticipates the charge that he casts out demons by Beelzebul, the demons’ ruler (12:24, 27; compare 9:32–34); only here people have nicknamed Jesus himself Beelzebul. There’s a connection between “Beelzebul” and “houseowner” in that “Beel-” can be related to a Hebrew word for “owner,” and “-zebul” to a Hebrew word for “house.” “The members of his household” stand for Jesus’ disciples. And it’s easier to stigmatize them than him, because they’re his subordinates (compare 5:11).

We come now to three prohibitions of fear. First, Jesus tells his disciples not to fear those who stigmatize him and them, because the truth will out (10:26). Second, he tells them not to fear those who can kill the body, because they can’t kill the soul (10:28a). Third, he tells them not to fear, because they’re more valuable than many sparrows, not one of which falls unless the Father wills it to (10:29–31). The first two prohibitions lead to commands to proclaim Jesus’ teachings publicly (10:27) and to fear God, who can destroy both soul and body in gehenna (10:28b). The third prohibition leads to a declaration that Jesus will confess those who confess him in public but disown those who disown him in public (10:32–33). 10:26–27: “Therefore [because of your solidarity with me in being stigmatized] you shouldn’t fear them [the stigmatizers]. For nothing is covered that won’t be uncovered, and [nothing is] secret that won’t be made known.” In other words, the lies told about Jesus and his disciples will be exposed for what they are. This exposé will happen at the Last Judgment. So be patient. 27“Speak in the light what I’m telling you in the dark, and proclaim on the housetops what you’re hearing in the ear.” “In the dark” and “in the ear” point to Jesus’ teaching the disciples in private. “In the light” and “on the housetops” point to the disciples’ proclaiming in public what they’ve heard him say in private. (Ordinarily, housetops were flat and had an outside stairway leading up to them.) So despite stigmatization, Jesus says, go ahead and publicize the gospel. You have nothing to fear in the end.

10:28: “And don’t shy away in fear from those who kill the body but can’t kill the soul. But fear, rather, the one who can destroy both soul and body in gehenna [see the comments on 5:22 for ‘gehenna’ as hell].” To shy away in fear would be to fail to proclaim the gospel in public. “Those who kill the body” are those who might make martyrs out of you for such proclamation. “But can’t kill the soul” implies that although the soul’s departure leaves the body dead, the soul lives on in a disembodied state till the resurrection. The addition of “rather” to “But” accentuates the contrast between needless fear and needful fear. “The one who can destroy both soul and body in gehenna” isn’t Satan (see James 4:12) and is usually thought to be God the Father. But in view of Jesus’ consigning people to hell in 7:23; 25:31–32, 41–46, he’s the one we need to fear. For he’ll judge turncoats as false disciples. “Destroy” carries the sense of ruination rather than annihilation.

10:29–31: “Two sparrows are sold for an assarion, aren’t they?” They were sold for food. An assarion was worth one-sixteenth of a denarius, and a denarius was a day’s wage for a manual laborer (20:1–16). “And not one of them [the sparrows] will fall on the ground [dead] apart from your Father [compare Amos 3:5].
30And even the hairs of your head are all numbered [by God your Father].
31So don’t fear [martyrdom]. You’re more valuable than many sparrows.” Two sparrows’ costing only one assarion highlights by contrast Jesus’ disciples’ being “more valuable than many sparrows.” “All” and “even” emphasize God’s having numbered “the hairs of your head” as being more impressive than his presence with “one” sparrow that will fall on the ground dead. And “will fall on the ground apart from your Father” makes God’s presence at that sparrow’s death a guarantee of his fatherly presence with Jesus’ disciple at the disciple’s martyrdom, for the disciple is much more valuable. The Father’s presence evacuates martyrdom of its frightfulness. The future tense in “will fall” points forward to the martyrdom of Jesus’ disciples and promises the Father’s presence.

10:32–33: “Therefore [because of your great value to the Father] everyone who as such will confess me before human beings—I’ll also confess him before my Father in heaven.
33But whoever disowns me before human beings—I’ll also disown him before my Father in heaven [compare 1 Samuel 2:30].” “As such” means “in his function as a confessor of me in public.” “Everyone” gives assurance that Jesus will neglect no such confessor. To confess Jesus is to acknowledge him. “Before human beings,” earthbound as they are, makes a nice contrast with “my Father in heaven.” The conjunction of “my Father” with “your Father” (10:29) makes Jesus’ confession an acknowledgment of shared parentage. “Who . . . will confess me” sets out a desirable possibility, “whoever disowns me” an undesirable one. And the grammatical breaks represented by dashes in the translation accent these possibilities.

10:34–36: “You shouldn’t think that I’ve come to thrust peace onto the earth. I haven’t come to thrust peace—rather, [to thrust] a sword [onto the earth (compare 5:17 for phraseology, Ezekiel 38:21 for content)].
35For I’ve come to pit ‘a man against his father, and a daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law’;
36and ‘a man’s enemies [will be] members of his household [Micah 7:6].’ ” Here “peace” means neither messianic salvation nor absence of conflict between nations and in society at large. It means accord within a family. “A sword” represents discord within a family. “Onto the earth” implies the discord’s origin in heaven. The discord has to do not only with the difference between one household member’s confessing Jesus publicly and another household member’s disowning him publicly (as in 10:32–33). It also has to do with a nondisciple’s giving a disciple over to the authorities to be put to death even though the two belong to the same household (as in 10:21; 24:10). Because of the cultural expectation of religious unity in a family, these sayings of Jesus put enormous emphasis on the sovereignty of loyalty to him over loyalty to one’s biological family.

10:37–39: “The one who loves [his] father or mother above me isn’t worthy of me, and the one who loves [his] son or daughter above me isn’t worthy of me.
38And the one who doesn’t take his cross and follow behind me isn’t worthy of me.
39The one who has found his life will lose it, and the one who has lost his life on account of me will find it.” Jesus continues to play on the theme of his upsetting family loyalties in favor of loyalty to him. “Who loves . . . above me” links back to 10:24, which said that “a disciple isn’t above [his] teacher, nor a slave above his master.” A professing disciple’s failure to risk betrayal by the members of his own family shows him to be false and therefore unworthy of Jesus as his teacher and Lord. Jesus won’t start predicting his death till 16:21–23, and even then not death by crucifixion. That kind of death doesn’t come into view till 20:19. So a person’s not taking up his cross and following behind Jesus stands for a professing disciple’s failure to expose himself through public discipleship to the possibility of martyrdom. Again the failure shows his falsity and unworthiness to have Jesus as his teacher and Lord. And this unworthiness translates into not having Jesus as such. (Those sentenced to be crucified had to carry the crossbar of a cross on public thoroughfares from the site of sentencing to the site of crucifixion.) “The one who has found his life” is the false disciple who has preserved his present life by drawing back from public discipleship. But he’ll lose the eternal life that would otherwise be his. “The one who has lost his life” is the true disciple who has suffered martyrdom for public discipleship. But he’ll find eternal life. Not that eternal life requires martyrdom; rather, Jesus is encouraging his disciples not to draw back from risking martyrdom. “On account of me” stresses him as the focus of discipleship.

10:40–42: “The one who welcomes you welcomes me, and the one who welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me.
41The one who welcomes a prophet in the name of a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward, and the one who welcomes a righteous person in the name of a righteous person will receive a righteous person’s reward.
42And whoever in the name of a disciple gives one of these little ones just a cup of cold [water] to drink—amen I tell you—will by no means lose his reward.” Welcoming means harboring those who are fleeing persecution in accordance with 10:23. “You” refers to the twelve apostles, whom Jesus is addressing (10:1–5). “A prophet” refers to a Christian prophet (compare 7:22; 23:34). “A righteous person” refers not simply to someone who lives righteously—rather, to someone who also teaches righteousness (compare 28:20: “teaching them to keep [= obey] all things, as many as they are, that I’ve commanded you”; also 5:19; Daniel 12:3). “These little ones” refers to disciples who don’t occupy positions of leadership in the church (hence “in the name of a disciple” with reference to “these little ones” [compare 18:6, 10]). So we have a hierarchical list descending from apostles through Christian prophets and teachers of righteousness to ordinary church members. Because of their greater exposure to public view, church leaders—the apostles, prophets, and teachers of righteousness—are first to suffer persecution. But even obscure (“little”) disciples need help in fleeing from their persecutors. Who will harbor such refugees? Only their fellow disciples, for who else would dare to? So these sayings of Jesus indicate that willingness to risk danger by harboring fleeing disciples characterizes true disciples. Only false disciples will refuse. “In the name of” means “with acceptance that the refugee is what his designation—whether apostle, prophet, righteous person, or little disciple—indicates.” “Reward” refers to entrance into the kingdom of heaven at the end (5:12; 6:1), not through merit but through demonstration of genuine discipleship. To receive a prophet’s or a righteous person’s reward will be to receive the same entrance into that kingdom that a prophet or a righteous person will receive. Because of their leadership it might be tempting to harbor an apostle, prophet, or teacher of righteousness but not a “little one.” So Jesus underlines the necessity of harboring ordinary disciples by saying “one of these little ones,” “just a cup of cold [and therefore refreshing water],” “amen I tell you,” and “will by no means lose his reward.” The interruption of this sentence by “amen I tell you” intensifies the emphasis. The welcoming of Jesus in the welcoming of an apostle reflects the Twelve’s having been given Jesus’ own authority (in accordance with the connotation of “apostle” [10:1–2a]); and the welcoming of God, who sent Jesus, in the welcoming of Jesus reflects Jesus’ having been given God the Father’s own authority (in accord with the connotation of “sent,” a form of the Greek verb apostellō).

  

A CONCLUDING FORMULA FOR THE SECOND “BOOK” OF JESUS’ LAW, PLUS AN INTRODUCTION TO THE FOLLOWING NARRATIVE
 Matthew 11:1
 

For Matthew’s Moses-like pentateuch of Jesus’ discourses, see the introduction to the Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5–7). 11:1: And it happened that when Jesus had finished [compare 7:28a] giving orders to his twelve disciples [compare 10:1, 5a], he moved away from there [wherever he was when he gave them orders (compare 9:35–10:1)] to teach and preach in their [the Galilean Jews’] cities [compare 4:23; 9:35]. “Their cities” echoes “their synagogues” and “their scholars” in 4:23; 7:29; 9:35; 10:17 and therefore rules out a reference to the twelve disciples’ hometowns and implies, as in those earlier passages, an estrangement from each other of Israel and the church. Though “had finished giving orders” explains the instructions in chapter 10 as a commissioning of the Twelve, Matthew writes nothing about any teaching and preaching by them. Jesus instructed them to preach (10:7); but now it’s he, not they, who proceeds to do so—and in the very cities where the disciples were supposed to go. Remarkable! At the level of Matthew’s text, then, the disciples’ mission to Israel shades into their mission to all nations (24:14; 28:19–20) for fulfillment during the present age of the church (compare the comments on 10:23).

  

THE OPPOSITION AND PERSECUTION INCURRED BY JESUS AND HIS DISCIPLES
 Matthew 11:2–12:50
 

A narrative section that goes through 12:50 starts at 11:2. As usual, though, Matthew puts emphasis on Jesus’ words even in narrative. Just as chapters 8–9 carried out the theme of Jesus’ authority prominent in the Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5–7), so too chapters 11–12 carry out the theme of opposition to and persecution of Jesus and his disciples, a theme prominent in the discourse on mission (chapter 10). The story about the messengers of John the baptizer (11:2–24) reaches a peak in the saying on suffering violence (11:12). The associated sayings about the rejection of John and Jesus by “this generation” (11:16–19) reiterate the theme of opposition; and those concerning the unrepentant cities of Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum (11:20–24) give assurance to Matthew’s audience that their persecutors will be judged. Jesus’ gentleness toward his disciples, called “infants,” provides a foil to the heavy-handed scholars and Pharisees, the source of Jesus’ and the disciples’ trouble (11:25–30). The Pharisees’ criticisms of the disciples for plucking grain on the Sabbath (12:1–8) and of Jesus for healing on the Sabbath a man with a withered hand (12:9–13) climax in a plot to destroy Jesus (12:14) and in his consequent withdrawal (12:15–21). The withdrawal provides another foil to the murderous initiative of his opponents (compare the comments on 10:23). The charge that he casts out demons by Beelzebul (12:22–37) harks back to the similar charge in 10:25 and includes further assurances of coming judgment on persecutors. Yet another such assurance appears in Jesus’ response to the demand for a sign (12:38–45). This narrative section closes with a more positive assurance regarding the members of Jesus’ true family (12:46–50).

THE SUFFERING OF VIOLENCE BY THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN
 Matthew 11:2–24

 

11:2–3: And John, when he’d heard in prison about the deeds of the Christ, sending [word] through his [John’s] disciples
3said to him [the Christ], “Are
you
the coming one, or should we wait expectantly for
someone different?” In 4:12 Matthew wrote that Jesus had heard about John the baptizer’s being taken into custody. Now he writes that John hears in prison about the deeds of Jesus, whom Matthew from his own standpoint calls “the Christ.” Literally, “prison” means “a place for keeping [someone] in bonds”; and 14:3 will mention the binding of John. The present allusion to his imprisonment puts the following in a framework of persecution and makes John a prototype of persecuted Christians (compare 25:36, 39, 43–44). “The deeds of the Christ” make Jesus a model of doing good deeds—a model for his disciples to replicate (compare 5:16). “Deeds” differ from “words” (see 23:3, for example), but the rest of this passage will feature Jesus’ words. “The” with “Christ” makes a title, the Greek equivalent of “the Messiah” (Hebrew). “You” and “someone different” are emphatic for stress on the question whether Jesus was fulfilling John’s prediction concerning the one who was to come after him (3:11 [see also 21:9; 23:39; Psalm 118:26]). The “we” in John’s question refers to John and his disciples—to John because he’d made the prediction, to his disciples because along with him they expected its fulfillment. He’d said that the coming one would baptize people in the Holy Spirit and fire, save the repentant, and judge the unrepentant. Apparently Jesus’ failure thus far to have fulfilled these predictions, at least the judgmental ones, had raised a question in John’s mind, a question particularly nettlesome because of John’s imprisonment. But Matthew doesn’t tease out the reason for John’s question. So the question serves only to set the stage for Jesus’ response.

11:4–6: And answering, Jesus told them, “Go report to John the things you’re hearing and seeing:
5blind people are seeing again and lame people are walking about. Lepers are being cleansed and deaf-mutes are hearing and dead people are being raised and poor people are getting good news [compare Isaiah 26:19; 29:18; 35:5–6; 61:1].
6And whoever isn’t tripped up in regard to
me [= doesn’t fall into the sin of unbelief because I’m not meeting his expectations] is fortunate [because such a person will be saved by faith in me].” “The things you’re hearing and seeing” implies that John’s disciples were hearing Jesus proclaim good news to the poor (compare the comments on 5:3) and seeing him perform the listed miracles right then and there. Healing the blind and healing the lame are paired. But the remaining miracles and the proclamation of good news are listed pell-mell with one connective “and” after another, as though to overwhelm John (and us as Matthew’s audience) with the cornucopia of Jesus’ salvific activities. He hadn’t conformed to popular Jewish messianism by bringing political, social, and economic deliverance or by coming in the wake of such deliverance by God. But his performing miracles was more than what the Jews expected the Messiah to do, and his doing miraculously what according to Isaiah only God was going to do more than counterbalanced his failure to conform to Jewish expectations. Political, social, and economic deliverance could wait till his coming “on the clouds of the sky with power and much glory” (24:30). That is the import of his answer to John. Doubtless Matthew also wants us to see an indication of deity in Jesus’ doing what Isaiah predicted God would do (compare 1:23). The beatitude on whoever doesn’t take offense at Jesus makes John’s doubt an example to be disregarded by Christians who find themselves in straits similar to John’s.

11:7–10: And as these [disciples of John the baptizer] were traveling [back to John], Jesus started saying to the crowds concerning John, “What did you go out into the wilderness to look at? A reed being shaken by wind?” Obviously not. 8“Rather, what did you go out to see?
A man dressed in soft [garments]?” Again no, because John “had his clothing from camel’s hair and a leather belt [just a strip of hide] around his waist” (3:4). “Behold, the ones wearing soft [garments] [are] in kings’ houses [not in the wilderness, where you went to check out John]!
9Rather, what did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet!
10This is the one about whom it’s written, ‘Behold I’m sending my messenger before your face, who’ll pave your road ahead of you [Exodus 23:20; Malachi 3:1 (compare Matthew 3:3; Isaiah 40:3)].’ ” John’s disciples go off not to be heard from again. Nor is he heard from again. Matthew shows no more interest in how John reacted to his disciples’ report than he showed in the reason for John’s question. Instead, he shines a spotlight on what Jesus had to say. Appropriately, “started saying” introduces a rather long reflection by Jesus on John. “To the crowds”—as usual in Matthew, they stand for Jesus’ professing disciples, to be distinguished from “this generation” of peevish little children who’ve rejected both John and Jesus (11:16–19). These crowds had traveled out to the wilderness not only to see John but also to get baptized by him as they repentantly confessed their sins (3:1, 5–6). A wilderness was devoid of many human inhabitants, though not necessarily of very much vegetation. So Jesus refers to “a reed” such as grows along the banks of the Jordan River, where John was preaching and baptizing. We might think that Jesus is saying it’s ridiculous to imagine the crowds went out to see vegetation blowing in the wind. But for that thought we’d expect the plural, “reeds,” not the singular, “a reed.” This singular and the addition of “being shaken in the wind” suggest a contrast with the moral sturdiness of John in preaching a baptism of repentance, in calling many of the Pharisees and Sadducees “offsprings of vipers,” and in warning them of fiery judgment (3:7–10). His rough clothing suited this moral sturdiness and contrasted with the soft garments of those who live in kings’ houses rather than in the wilderness, as John did. “Behold” stresses the contrast. John was no wimp!

A prophet is a spokesman for God. Such was John. Jesus affirms that the crowds went out to see John because they recognized him to be a prophet. Several features buttress the affirmation: (1) a second “Rather,” which negates the preceding reasons for the crowds’ venturing into the wilderness; (2) Jesus’ answering his own question with “Yes”; and (3) his adding an emphatic “I tell you.” “And more than a prophet” adds John’s even higher function of fulfilling what’s written in the quoted Old Testament texts. As applied to John and Jesus, the sender (“I”) in the quotation is God, his “messenger” is John, Jesus is the “you” before whom John was sent and who paved Jesus’ road ahead of him, and John’s preaching and baptizing constituted the paving.

11:11–15: “Amen I tell you, a larger than John the baptizer didn’t arise among those born from women. But the littler one in the kingdom of heaven is larger than he [John].
12But from the days of John the baptizer till now the kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and violent [men] plunder it.
13For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied till John.
14And if you’re willing to welcome [him], he himself is Elijah, the one who is going to come.
15The person who has ears had better hear!” Twice Jesus adds “the baptizer” to “John” even though he as well as Matthew has just used “John” without that addition and shortly will do so again (11:2, 4, 7, 13, 18). These two additions set forth John as an example for Jesus’ disciples to follow when discipling all nations (28:19: “baptizing them . . .”). “Larger” and “littler” have to do with status and function. Another “I tell you,” this time reinforced by “Amen,” underlines John’s superiority over his predecessors in that he prepared the way for Jesus. Now that the reign of heaven has arrived in what 11:2 called “the deeds of the Christ,” though, the littler person in that kingdom—that is, the disciple of low status and function (10:42)—is larger than John in the sense of being greater than he is (compare 18:4: “whoever humbles [literally, ‘lowers’] himself like this little child [that is, to a childlike status and function] is largest in the kingdom of heaven”). That the littler one is larger than the previously largest one is as much a challenge as it is a statement of fact—a challenge to humble Christian service that exposes a disciple to persecution (20:25–28; 23:11–12). “The kingdom of heaven suffers violence” in the persecution of its members, compared to a plundering in which they’re seized and imprisoned. “But . . . the kingdom of heaven suffers violence” contrasts the suffering of persecution with greatness in that kingdom. Despite greatness, there’s persecution. This persecution started with John’s imprisonment (4:12). Once again, then, he’s a prototype of persecuted Christians (compare the comments on 3:1–3 concerning John as a prototype of Christian preachers and indeed of Jesus himself; also 17:9–13 for John and Jesus as partners in suffering). But the present tense of “suffers” and “plunder” links up with “till now” to indicate persecution as current at the time of Matthew’s writing. “For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied till John” makes the transition from the time of the Prophets and the Law the reason for including John in the present period of persecution. For “the Prophets and the Law” see the comments on 5:17–18. Here Jesus reverses the Old Testament order (“the Law and the Prophets”) because it was a prophet—Malachi—who predicted the coming of Elijah (Malachi 4:5), and Jesus is about to equate John with Elijah. Malachi’s prophecy of Elijah’s coming is but one of many prophecies now being fulfilled, however. So Jesus adds “all” to “the Prophets.” “And if you’re willing” gently urges a welcoming of John as the Elijah who was to inaugurate the messianic time, and to welcome him as such despite the persecution of him, which contradicted Jewish expectation concerning a returned Elijah. Welcoming him as such would lead to the welcoming of Jesus’ persecuted disciples (10:14, 40–42). This gentle urging evolves into a firm command to heed what Jesus has just said. For persecution is inevitable.

11:16–19: “But to what should I liken this generation? It’s like little children sitting in the marketplaces who, calling to the others,
17say, ‘We played the flute for you, and you didn’t dance. We wailed, and you didn’t beat your breasts.’
18For John came neither eating [regular food (see 3:4)] nor drinking [wine]; and they [the people of ‘this generation’] say, ‘He has a demon.’
19The Son of Man has come eating [regular food] and drinking [wine]; and they say, ‘Behold, a gluttonous man and a wino, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.’ And wisdom has been vindicated by her deeds.” “But to what should I liken this generation?” draws a contrast between the willingness and heedfulness urged and commanded in 11:14–15 and the stubbornness of “this generation.” Jesus’ contemporaries—more particularly, those of them who’ve rejected John and him—make up “this generation” (see 12:38–42; 16:1–4; 17:17; 23:29–36 for “this generation” as scholars, Pharisees, Sadducees, and unbelievers in general). The plural of “marketplaces” matches the plural of “their cities” in 11:1. Each of those cities had a marketplace. In the comparison to little children, one group of them tried flute-playing to get another group of them to play mock wedding with them. But that group didn’t respond with the dancing that typified weddings. So the first group tried wailing to get the second group to play mock funeral with them. But that group didn’t respond with breast-beating, which typified funerals. They just couldn’t, or wouldn’t, be pleased. Likewise, the same people (“this generation”) have failed to respond both to the ministry of John and to that of Jesus. Neither John’s funeral-like abstentiousness nor Jesus’ wedding-like partying has pleased them. Jesus is addressing “the crowds” (11:7). So if he were identifying “this generation” with them, we’d expect him to say “you say” rather than “they say” when introducing the charges that John has a demon and that Jesus is a glutton and a wino. So the crowds maintain their role as Jesus’ professing disciples, whereas “this generation” refers to nondisciples, that is, people who’ve refused to believe no matter what they’ve seen, with the consequence that John’s abstentiousness out in the wilderness has led them to charge him with demon-possession. And Jesus’ partying in town with tax collectors and sinners has led the nondisciples to charge him with gluttony and drunkenness (compare Deuteronomy 21:20). As a self-designation derived from Daniel 7:13–14, “the Son of Man” connotes Jesus’ authority to transgress the boundaries of ritual purity; and it’s easy to think that his transgressing them led “this generation” to exaggerate his festive behavior just as they exaggerated John’s abstentiousness into demon-possession. “The deeds” of “wisdom” match “the deeds of the Christ” in 11:2, so that Jesus as the Christ is equated with wisdom. Therefore the vindication of wisdom by her deeds means the vindication of Jesus by his deeds over against the charge that he’s “a gluttonous man and a wino.” “Behold” puts emphasis on this charge, which his deeds have refuted.

11:20–24: Then he started denouncing the cities in which his very many miracles had taken place, because they [the cities] hadn’t repented:
21“Alas for you, Chorazin! Alas for you, Bethsaida! Because if the miracles that took place in you had taken place in Tyre and Sidon, they’d have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes.
22Nevertheless [that is, despite the pride and prosperity for which these unrepentant cities were noted (see especially Ezekiel 26:1–28:24)] I tell you, in the day of judgment it’ll be more endurable for Tyre and Sidon than for you!
23And you, Capernaum, won’t be lifted up as far as heaven, will you? You’ll go down as far as Hades [compare Isaiah 14:15]! Because if the miracles that took place in you had taken place in Sodom, it would have remained till today [instead of being obliterated].
24Nevertheless [that is, despite the notorious wickedness of unrepentant Sodom] I tell you that in the Day of Judgment it’ll be more endurable for the land of Sodom than for you!” The named cities stand for their inhabitants. “Very many” stresses the miracles’ large number, which heightens the guilt of the Galilean cities that have failed to repent; and the miracles as such heighten these cities’ guilt by authenticating Jesus’ call to repentance (4:17). “In sackcloth and ashes” heightens the degree of repentance that would have characterized the heathen cities of Tyre and Sidon if they’d seen Jesus perform miracles in them (for sackcloth and ashes as signs of repentance and mourning, see Esther 4:3; Isaiah 58:5; Jeremiah 6:26; Daniel 9:3; Jonah 3:5–6; and for Tyre and Sidon as typically heathen cities, see Isaiah 23; Jeremiah 25:22; 27:3; 47:4; Joel 3:4; Amos 1:9–10; Zechariah 9:2–4). The two occurrences of “I tell you” emphasize the greater severity of judgment on the Jewish cities in Galilee than on those heathen cities. Even Sodom would have repented and survived had its inhabitants seen Jesus’ miracles. “The land of Sodom” adds the surrounding plain, with its other cities, to Sodom itself (see Genesis 19:23–28, for example). “In the Day of Judgment” specifies the Last Day as the time of judgment and implies a resurrection of the unrighteous. “Till today” complements “long ago” and puts further emphasis on the judgment-worthy guilt of Capernaum. Concerning “sackcloth and ashes” and the several Galilean cites, see the comments on Luke 10:13–15.

KNOWING GOD THROUGH LEARNING FROM JESUS
 Matthew 11:25–30

 

God’s and Jesus’ recognition of each other as Father and Son comes out in 11:25–27, and that recognition provides the basis for learning from Jesus (11:28–30).

11:25–26: Answering, Jesus said during that time, “I acknowledge to you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you’ve hidden these things from wise and intelligent people
and revealed them to infants.
26Yes, Father, because [to do so] became a pleasure before you.” “Answering”—but whom is Jesus answering? Nobody in the preceding context has asked him a question or done anything to which he could be responding. Ah, but what he says addresses God his Father in regard to the Father’s hiding things from wise and intelligent people and revealing them to infants. So Jesus answers in the sense of responding to the Father’s hiding and revealing. “During that time” connotes a suitable time in that Jesus’ response is apropos to the Father’s hiding and revealing. “Father” prepares for the reference to Jesus’ disciples as “infants.” “Lord of heaven and earth” balances that fatherhood with God’s universal lordship, which makes remarkable in the extreme his hiding things from the wise and intelligent and revealing them to mere infants. “I acknowledge to you” shows that even Jesus, God’s very Son, is struck by how remarkable the hiding and the revealing have been. Contextually, “these things” consist in “the deeds of the Christ” (11:2), that is, in “the deeds” of “wisdom” (11:19), the significance of which God has hidden from the wise and intelligent and revealed to infants. Since “the deeds of the Christ” equate with “the deeds” of “wisdom,” the hiding of these things from the wise and intelligent reduces their supposed wisdom to folly, and their supposed intelligence to stupidity. The wise and intelligent foolishly depend on their native insight rather than on divine revelation. “Infants” describes the disciples figuratively as people who humbly accept divine revelation rather than depending on native insight. The hiding from wise and intelligent people and the revealing to infants highlight the sovereign grace of God as “Lord of heaven and earth.” “Yes, Father” underlines that grace; and “because [to do so] became a pleasure before you” personifies the pleasure of God in doing such hiding and revealing and reemphasizes the sovereignty of his grace. This pleasure of his stands before him, so to speak, as a constant source of delight.

Now Jesus switches from talking to his Father to talking about him and their relationship to each other. 11:27: “All things have been given over to me by my Father; and except for the Father no one recognizes the Son, nor does anyone recognize the Father except for the Son and the person to whomever the Son decides to reveal [the Father].” “All things” knows no limits (compare the Devil’s offering Jesus “all the kingdoms of the world and their glory” [4:8–9]). God has given all things over to Jesus because Jesus is his Son and therefore his heir. “Except for the Father no one recognizes the Son” means that only God recognizes Jesus as his Son; for biologically speaking, Jesus has no human father (1:18–25; 2:15; 3:17). Hence, God has no heir except for Jesus. Correspondingly, “nor does anyone recognize the Father except for the Son” means that only Jesus recognizes God as his Father; for biologically speaking, no human being except for Jesus has God as his Father (see again the aforementioned passages). But to this exception of himself Jesus adds “the person to whomever the Son decides to reveal [the Father],” so that just as Jesus addressed God with “Father,” he taught his disciples to do the same (6:9; see also his many references to “your Father” and 5:9, 45). “To whom the Son decides to reveal [the Father]” reemphasizes sovereign grace, only this time the Son’s in addition to the Father’s. Since 16:16–17 will make Jesus’ identity as the Christ, the Son of the living God, the subject matter of God the Father’s revelation to Simon Peter, the subject matter of the Son’s revelation is the identity of God as the Father of believers in Jesus.

11:28–30: “[Come] here to me, all you who are laboring [like workers in a field] and burdened [like pack animals (compare Jeremiah 31:25)], and I’ll give you relief [or ‘rest’ (compare Exodus 33:14)].
29Take my yoke on you and learn from me, because I’m meek and humble in heart, and ‘you’ll find relief for your souls’ [Jeremiah 6:16].
30For my yoke [is] comfortable and my burden is light.” Jesus’ addressing “you” (plural) implies that in 11:27, too, he wasn’t talking to himself any more than he was talking to God his Father (as he had been doing in 11:25–26). “[Come] here to me” shows that Jesus is now addressing nondisciples, for his disciples are already following him. In other words, he speaks in this text as an evangelist; and since the context provides no audience of nondisciples, he’s addressing the nondisciples to whom Matthew’s audience of disciples are to take the gospel. “All” casts a wide evangelistic net. “Laboring” connotes fatigue, and “burdened” connotes encumbrance. Since no ox could put a yoke on itself, “yoke” has to be taken as a figure of speech. And indeed it was a commonly understood figure of speech for obligations, such as obligations people could themselves take on (compare Acts 15:10; Galatians 5:1). Jesus’ yoke and burden consist in the obligations he has commanded his disciples to take on themselves (as in chapters 5–7, for example). The comfortableness of his yoke and the lightness of his burden contrast with the heavy burdens the scholars and Pharisees have put on their followers according to chapter 23 (see especially verses 1–4). But in what do this comfortableness and lightness consist? In an interpretation of the Law less stringent than that of the scholars and Pharisees? Hardly! According to the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus interpreted the Law more stringently than they did (see especially 5:17–48). The heaviness of the burdens loaded by the scholars and Pharisees on their followers consisted in demands that those followers fawn on them in ways that fed their pride: “they do all their deeds to be observed by people. . . . And they love the prestigious couch at banquets and the prestigious seats in synagogues and greetings in the marketplaces and to be called ‘Rabbi’ [= ‘my great one’] by people” (compare 6:1–6, 16–18). In contrast, the comfortableness of Jesus’ yoke and the lightness of his burden consist in his meekness (= gentleness, considerateness) and humility of heart. These characteristics make his demands, more stringent though they are, easier to bear than the lesser demands of the scholars and Pharisees, whose overweening desire for recognition made them treat common folk like camels or donkeys to be overloaded rather than as yokefellows with whom to share in pulling. The relief Jesus promises doesn’t wait for the consummation. It begins immediately on coming to him. “Learn from me” means to learn from Jesus’ words and example, “learn” being the verbal form of “disciple” in Matthew’s original Greek. God’s and Jesus’ recognition of each other as Father and Son makes learning from Jesus an education of the highest possible order. Since soul and body are distinguished from each other in 10:28 (compare 6:25), “your souls” probably means “your inner selves.”

THE PHARISEES’ PLOT TO DESTROY JESUS
 Matthew 12:1–21

 

Since he has just written about the relief—that is, rest—that Jesus gives to those who labor (11:28–30), Matthew now brings in two stories about the issue of resting on the Sabbath. (The very word “Sabbath” means “rest.”) The first story has to do with the disciples’ plucking heads of wheat on the Sabbath (12:1–8), the second with Jesus’ healing a man’s withered hand on the Sabbath (12:9–14). These activities and Jesus’ defending their legitimacy against Pharisaic criticism lead the Pharisees to plot against his life, so that he withdraws in accordance with Scripture (12:15–21). As a whole, then, this passage fits into the theme of persecution, a theme that pervades this part of Matthew’s Gospel.

12:1–2: During that time Jesus traveled on the Sabbath through [fields] sown [with grain], and his disciples got hungry and started plucking heads of wheat and eating [them].
2And the Pharisees, on seeing [them do so], said to him, “Behold, your disciples are doing what’s unlawful to do on the Sabbath!” The word for “time” connotes seasonality, here a season of harvest. The Mosaic law allowed plucking grain on a journey through another man’s field (Deuteronomy 23:25); but the Pharisees regarded the action as reaping and therefore as labor, prohibited on the Sabbath (compare Exodus 34:21). Hence their accusation of Jesus’ disciples. “Behold” adds exclamation to accusation.

12:3–4: But he said to them, “You’ve read, haven’t you, what David did when he got hungry, also the ones with him,
4how he entered into God’s house and [how] they ate the loaves of presentation, which eating wasn’t lawful for him [to do], nor for the ones with him [to do], except for the priests alone [to do] [1 Samuel 21:1–6]?” “You’ve read, haven’t you . . . ?” implies an affirmative answer. Of course the Pharisees have read 1 Samuel 21:1–6, which tells what David did—and did without blame so far as that scriptural passage is concerned. So they know better than to accuse Jesus’ disciples. Their doing so anyway makes the accusation sinister in its motivation. Jesus wasn’t said to have gotten hungry, plucked heads of wheat, and eaten them. Only his disciples were said to have done so. David doesn’t represent Jesus, then. Along with his companions, rather, David represents Jesus’ disciples in hungering and eating. The comparison is apropos also because bread, such as David and his companions ate, comes from grain, such as Jesus’ disciples were eating. Since Solomon hadn’t yet built the first temple, “God’s house” refers to the tabernacle (a tent, about which see Exodus 25:1–31:11; 35:4–40:33). “The loaves of presentation,” one each for the twelve tribes of Israel, were kept there and replenished every Sabbath, the old loaves being eaten by priests in the tabernacle’s outer room (Exodus 25:30; Leviticus 24:5–9). Often by inference, Jesus reads into 1 Samuel 21:1–6 a number of elements not mentioned there, at least not explicitly: (1) David’s having companions with him; (2) his and his companions’ having gotten hungry; (3) God’s house; (4) David’s entering it rather than merely asking for bread to be brought out to him; and (5) the eating of the bread by David and his companions. According to Jesus, then, David and his companions broke the Law. By implication, Jesus’ disciples have likewise broken the Law. So how can he, who said he didn’t come to tear down the Law (5:17), defend them? Or will he?

12:5–8: “Or you’ve read in the Law, haven’t you, that on the Sabbath the priests in the temple profane the Sabbath [by working there] and are innocent?
6And I tell you that something greater than the temple is here.
7And if you’d known what it is [= means], ‘I want mercy and not [= more than] sacrifice [Hosea 6:6 (compare Matthew 9:13)],’ you wouldn’t have convicted the innocent [= my disciples].
8For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.” As in 12:3, “you’ve read . . . , haven’t you?” implies an affirmative answer. This time Jesus adds “in the Law” for an allusion to the Old Testament legal requirement that priests do the work of offering burnt offerings, grain offerings, and drink offerings “every Sabbath” (Number 28:9–10). Jesus adds “in the temple” to this requirement in order to contemporize it with respect to the priests’ working there every Sabbath in his and the Pharisees’ own day. So the law of the temple, whose precincts render innocent—legally innocent—priests who profane the Sabbath by working there, overrides the law of the Sabbath, as the Pharisees would have to admit. To describe priestly service on the Sabbath as a profanation of it is a shocking way to say that the temple is more important than the Sabbath (presumably because the temple was made for God, but the Sabbath for human beings [Mark 2:27]). So it is, however. By the same token, though Jesus’ disciples have profaned the Sabbath, they’re innocent—legally innocent—because they’re in the precincts, so to speak, of “something greater than the temple.” With this phrase Jesus refers to himself. For just as God is greater than the temple in which his Spirit dwells, so too Jesus is greater than the temple in that he’s “God with us” (1:23; see the comments on Mark 13:1–4 for the temple’s greatness). We’d expect “greater” to be in the masculine gender because it refers to Jesus. But in Matthew’s original Greek, “greater” is neuter to emphasize Jesus’ quality of greatness instead of his personal identity. “I tell you” adds to this emphasis and thus helps make his argument a fortiori: if being in the temple precincts exempts priests legally from keeping the Sabbath, how much more does being in his presence exempt the disciples legally from keeping the Sabbath. “Is here” points up Jesus’ presence as “God with us.” “And if you’d known what it is” introduces a quotation of Hosea 6:6 to the effect that if the Pharisees had known the Lord wants mercy and not sacrifice (such as the priests offer in the temple every Sabbath and thereby profane the Sabbath, yet innocently), they’d also have known not to convict the disciples for profaning the Sabbath innocently. “For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath” tells why the Pharisees wouldn’t have convicted Jesus’ innocent disciples if they’d known the meaning of Hosea 6:6. The reason is that as “the Son of Man” who is “Lord of the Sabbath,” Jesus himself is the “I” who wants mercy and not sacrifice, as already in 9:13 (see the comments on 9:11–13; and Daniel 7:13–14 for the authority of “one like a son of man”). And as “Lord of the Sabbath” he has mercifully allowed his disciples to pluck and eat heads of grain on the Sabbath.

12:9–12: And on moving from there [= from the grain fields of 12:1], he went into their synagogue. So Jesus moves from one place to another because of opposition, just as he told his disciples to do (10:23). As usual, “their synagogue” reflects the separation of church and synagogue from each other, only in this case “their” makes a particular reference to the antagonistic Pharisees’ synagogue. 10And behold, a human being having a withered hand! Thus the stage is set for a demonstration of what is meant by the Lord of the Sabbath’s wanting mercy and not sacrifice. The exclamatory “behold” matches that in 12:2 and thus sets up a parallel between the story in 12:1–8 and the present one in 12:9–14. Both stories feature opposition from the Pharisees. A reason for the translation “a human being” rather than the usual “a man” will come out shortly. The presence of a human being with a withered hand raises a question concerning the legality of healing on the Sabbath: And they [the Pharisees] asked him [Jesus], saying, “[Tell us] if it’s lawful to heal [a human being] on the Sabbath” [the Pharisees deliberately egging him on], in order that they might accuse him [if he gave them what they considered a heretical answer]. Rabbinic law allowed medical help on the Sabbath if life was immediately endangered, but the healing of a withered hand could wait a day. The Pharisees presuppose that Jesus can indeed perform a miraculous healing! 11And he said to them, “What human being will there be from among you who’ll have one sheep—and if this [sheep] should fall into a pit on the Sabbath, he’ll grab hold of it and raise [it out of the pit], won’t he?” Implied answer: Of course he will, even though it’s the Sabbath. 12“Therefore how much more valuable is a human being than a sheep!” “Therefore” implies that if a human being will rescue a sheep from a pit on the Sabbath, it makes sense that he’ll rescue a disabled human being on the Sabbath by healing him. For a human being is much more valuable than a sheep. Now we see the reason for translating with “a human being” rather than with “a man”: Jesus constructs an argument that compares the relation of human beings to each other with the relation of human beings to an animal. Having “one sheep” makes the human being’s case physically as bad as the case of someone who has only one sheep is economically bad. “And so, it’s lawful to act well on the Sabbath.” “And so” introduces a legal conclusion drawn from the much greater value of a human being, and “act well” describes the healing of a human being on the Sabbath.

12:13–14: Then he says to the human being [with a withered hand], “Stretch out your hand.” And he stretched [it] out; and it was restored, healthy like the other [hand]. The present tense of “says” highlights Jesus’ command. Obedience leads to a healing of the hand. “Healthy like the other [hand]” describes the healing as complete. So Jesus has thrown down the gauntlet not only by saying it’s lawful to heal a human being on the Sabbath but also by performing a healing on the Sabbath. (The Pharisees had only asked for an opinion.) 14And on going out [of the synagogue mentioned in 12:9], the Pharisees took counsel [= consulted with one another] against him, as to how they might destroy him. This murderous plot of the unmerciful Pharisees against the merciful Jesus intensifies the motif of persecution that Matthew is pursuing. His audience should consider it an honor to be persecuted as their Lord was persecuted (compare 10:24–25).

12:15–21: And Jesus, on coming to know [about the plot], withdrew from there. And many crowds followed him, and he healed them all. Jesus’ withdrawal from the location of danger to his life and limb results in a continuation and extension of ministry and sets again an example for the disciples to follow (compare 10:23; 12:9). As in 4:25; 8:1, the “many crowds” that “followed” Jesus stand for his professing disciples. Here they follow him in his exemplary withdrawal from mortal danger. That he “healed them all” displays his mercy, also exemplary, especially against the backdrop of the Pharisees’ lack of mercy. 16And he reprimanded them that they not make him manifest,
17in order that what was spoken through Isaiah the prophet might be fulfilled, saying,
18“Behold, my servant, whom I’ve chosen, my beloved, in whom my soul has taken delight! I’ll put my Spirit on him, and he’ll announce justice for the nations.
19He won’t wrangle. Neither will he shout. Neither will anyone hear his voice in the broad [streets].
20He’ll not break off a crushed reed and he’ll not extinguish a smoldering wick until he thrusts forth justice to victory [that is, successfully].
21And nations will hope in his name [Isaiah 42:1–4; 44:2b].” “That they not make him manifest” means that Jesus didn’t want his followers to publicize his whereabouts, lest the murderously plotting Pharisees track him down. His example of fleeing persecution comes to the fore yet again. “He reprimanded them” suggests that his followers verged on publicizing his whereabouts. The sternness of his command that they not do so carries a woeful implication for false disciples who give true disciples over to their persecutors (24:10). The reprimand has the purpose of fulfilling “what was spoken through Isaiah the prophet” (see the comments on 3:3). So Jesus goes about fulfilling Old Testament prophecy quite deliberately. As “God with us” (1:23), why shouldn’t he?

“Behold” highlights the servant in Isaiah’s prophecy. “My” and “I” refer there to the Lord God. His having “chosen” the servant alludes to Jesus’ distinctive relation to God. But since the word for “servant” also means “boy, child,” the prophecy proceeds to describe the servant as God’s “beloved,” in whom God’s innermost being (“soul”) has taken delight, just as at Jesus’ baptism: “This is my beloved Son, in whom I took delight” (3:17 [compare 17:5]). Through Isaiah the Lord said he would put his Spirit on his chosen, beloved servant. And again at Jesus’ baptism, God’s descending Spirit came on Jesus (3:16). Jesus hasn’t, and won’t, announce justice to the nations; for apart from several nonprogrammatic exceptions, his ministry is limited to “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (15:24). But he’ll announce justice for the nations by sending them his disciples to proclaim the good news of God’s reign (24:14; 28:18–20). “Justice” refers to the justice of God in soon opening his kingdom to believers from all nations, not from the Jewish nation alone. He’ll announce such justice for the nations rather than wrangling to get justice for himself. Meanwhile, because of withdrawing to avoid mortal danger, he won’t shout or preach on main streets. Otherwise, the Pharisees could track him down easily (see 12:14). “A crushed reed” and “a smoldering wick” represent the harried and huddled, tired and burdened Jews to whom he’s presently ministering. His not breaking such a reed or extinguishing such a wick represents the mercy of his ministry to them, again in contrast to the mercilessness of the Pharisees in their disapproval of Jesus’ healing a withered hand on the Sabbath. His ministry to the Jews will last till he successfully “thrusts forth justice.” The thrusting forth will be verbal, as twice in 12:35 (with 12:34), 36–37, and will consist in Jesus’ announcing the Great Commission, according to which all nations, not only the Jews, are to be discipled (28:18–20). The nations’ hoping in the servant’s name will mark the Great Commission as successful (see 1:21 for “Jesus” as the salvific name of the servant). Thus Jesus’ withdrawing from persecution and pursuing unobtrusive itinerant evangelism along the way forecasts the disciples’ flight from place to place in a persecuted ministry that carries the gospel to all nations.

THE PERSECUTORS’ FALSE AND UNFORGIVABLE ACCUSATION
 Matthew 12:22–37

 

Matthew has just quoted Isaiah to the effect that the Lord God has put his Spirit on Jesus (12:18). So now he narrates a story in which Jesus’ healing of a demoniac draws the charge that he exorcises demons by Beelzebul rather than by God’s Spirit. As usual in this Gospel, though, the words of Jesus preponderate.

12:22–24: Then a demon-possessed blind and deaf-mute [man] was brought to him [Jesus]; and he healed him, so that the deaf-mute spoke and saw.
23And all the crowds were amazed and were saying, “Is this [Jesus] perhaps the Son of David?”
24But the Pharisees, on hearing [what the crowds were saying], said, “This [guy] isn’t casting out demons except by Beelzebul, ruler of the demons [or, as it could be translated, ‘by the Beelzebulian ruler of the demons’ (compare 9:32–34)].” “So that the deaf-mute spoke and saw” emphasizes Jesus’ having healed the man. The Pharisees, who’ve caught up with Jesus so as to pursue their plot (12:14), shift the emphasis to Jesus’ having exorcised the man’s demon. Meanwhile “all the crowds,” representing as usual the large, mixed church of Matthew’s day, raise the possibility that Jesus is “the son of David,” as in fact Matthew’s audience know he is (see 1:1–17 with comments; compare 9:27). Some translations have the crowds asking, “This [Jesus] isn’t the Son of David, is he?” That would be a preferable translation if it weren’t for the crowds’ amazement, which turns a question that would imply a negative answer (as in those translations) into a question raising the possibility of an affirmative answer (“Is this [Jesus] perhaps the Son of David?”). The mere possibility of an affirmative answer sparks the Pharisees’ charge that Jesus is casting out demons “by Beelzebul” (see the comments on 10:25). Implied is that as the demons’ ruler, Beelzebul has given Jesus authority to cast them out, as though Jesus is acting as Beelzebul’s hatchet man.

12:25–28: And knowing their imaginations, he said to them [the Pharisees], “Every kingdom divided against itself is devastated, and every city or household divided against itself won’t stand.
26And if Satan is casting out Satan, he was divided against himself. So how will his kingdom stand?” Implied answer: it won’t, because it’ll self-destruct. 27“And if I’m casting out demons by Beelzebul, by whom are your sons casting [them] out? On account of this [the hypocrisy of your accusing me but not your sons of casting out demons by Beelzebul],
they
will be your judges [in that none other than your own offspring will condemn you for implying that if I’m casting out demons by Beelzebul, they must be doing the same].
28But if I’m casting out demons by God’s Spirit, then God’s reign has come upon you.” “Knowing their imaginations” echoes “seeing their imaginations” in 9:4, where the phrase refers to what the scholars said “within themselves,” and therefore implies here Jesus’ clairsentience. Thus he pierces through the hypocrisy of the Pharisees’ pious appearance. “Imaginations” implies the falsity of the Pharisees’ thinking. “Every kingdom” and “every city or household” indicate the inevitability of collapse in cases of internal division. Civil war in a kingdom results in the kingdom’s devastation. Civic strife leads to the subjugation of a city by a besieging army. And contention within a royal household, as when princes vie with each other for the throne, makes that household easy prey for usurpers. “If Satan is casting out Satan” implies both that he’s Beelzebul and that the demons are so much his agents that for him to oppose them by enabling Jesus to exorcise them would be for Satan to oppose himself and ensure the downfall of his kingdom. But he isn’t that stupid! The switch from present tense in “if Satan is casting out Satan” to a past tense in “he was divided against himself” makes the hypothetical division against himself a precondition for Satan’s supposedly casting out Satan. “Your sons” implies a generational distinction between the Pharisees, who are charging Jesus, and their sons, who are practicing exorcism. His argument doesn’t necessarily imply the actuality of their sons’ exorcisms. It need only point to the hypocrisy of stigmatizing Jesus’ exorcisms but not purported exorcisms by their sons. Jesus then presses home the alternative that his exorcism of demons signals the recent arrival of God’s reign, which is defeating the reign of Satan over human victims through his demons. “By God’s Spirit” provides an exact antithesis to “by Beelzebul,” displays fulfillment of the recently quoted prophecy of Isaiah that the Lord God would put his Spirit on Jesus his servant (12:18), anticipates blasphemy of the Holy Spirit in 12:31–32, and supplies a trinitarian allusion to the Spirit, God, and Jesus (as in 3:16–17; 28:19). Instead of Matthew’s usual “reign of heaven” we have here “God’s reign” for a sharper contrast with foregoing references to Satan’s kingdom/reign.

12:29–30: “Or how can anyone enter into the house of the strong [man] and plunder his [household] effects unless he first ties up the strong [man] [compare Isaiah 49:24–25]?” Implied answer: no one can. “And then [if he ties up the strong man] he’ll plunder his house.
30The person who isn’t with me is against me, and the person who isn’t gathering with me is scattering.” Jesus is addressing his opponents, the Pharisees, and therefore equates them with someone who doesn’t accompany him as his disciples do accompany him, and with someone who isn’t gathering with him but instead is scattering what he (Jesus) has gathered. So scattering represents opposition to Jesus. But what has been gathered that’s now being scattered? And in what do the gathering and scattering consist? The gathering consists in Jesus’ gathering “his wheat into the granary,” that is, in Jesus’ bringing people into God’s kingdom (3:12); and the scattering consists in persecution by opponents of Jesus, so that his people flee (10:23; compare 26:31, where scattering has to do with persecution, and 9:36, which occurs as here in connection with harvesting [9:37–38]). So we have the language of persecution such as dominates chapters 10–12. Who then is the strong man? Answer: Jesus, whose plundered household effects are his disciples (compare Jesus as a householder in 4:13; 9:10, and 10:25 for his disciples as members of his household). “Strong” has described him before (3:11), and “plunder” has referred to persecution in 11:12 and will describe satanic activity in 13:19 (there translated “snatches away”). The introductory “Or” makes the plundering—that is, the persecution—an alternative opposed to the arrival of God’s reign in Jesus’ Spirit-empowered exorcisms. But just as the questions beginning with “How?” in 12:26, 34 implied an impossibility, so too here the question, “Or how can anyone enter . . . and plunder . . . unless he first ties up the strong [man]?” implies an impossibility. Satan can’t tie up Jesus. In the end, therefore, persecution won’t prevail (see 10:26–33 and 16:18: “the gates of Hades won’t overpower it [Jesus’ church]”). “And then he’ll plunder his [the strong man’s] house” is therefore reduced to a nonevent.

12:31–32: “On account of this I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven for human beings [= for their benefit], but the blasphemy of the Spirit [in the sense of ‘slander against the Spirit’] won’t be forgiven.
32And whoever speaks a word [= a statement] against the Son of Man—it [that slanderous statement] will be forgiven for him, but whoever speaks [a word/statement] against the Holy Spirit—it won’t be forgiven for him either in this age [present time] or in the coming [age].” “On account of this” means on account of opposition to Jesus, accompanied by the charge that he casts out demons by Beelzebul/Satan rather than by God’s Spirit. Jesus has shown the Pharisees the absurdity of their charge. Now he shows them its gravity. “I tell you” stresses this gravity. In view of Jesus’ call to repentance (4:17), “every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven for human beings” means they’ll be forgiven on condition of repentance. “Every” underlines comprehensiveness of forgiveness. “Blasphemy of the Spirit” consists here in attributing Jesus’ exorcisms to Beelzebul/Satan rather than to God’s Spirit. “Speaks a word against” equates with “blasphemy.” “Whoever” eliminates any exceptions on either side of the ledger, whether for forgiveness in the case of repentance for every sin and blasphemy, even blasphemy against Jesus the Son of Man, or for unforgiveness in the case of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. “Either in this age or in the coming [age]” underscores the eternality of unforgiveness. And the repetition of these truths by means of synonymously parallel statements (“every sin and blasphemy . . .” and “whoever speaks a word . . .”) adds a final emphasis. The possibility of forgiveness for someone who speaks against the Son of Man seems at first to contradict Jesus’ denying the person who denies him according to 10:33. In Matthew, however, the forgivable sin of blaspheming the Son of Man is committed by someone who has never professed to follow Jesus, whereas he’ll unforgivingly disown a professing disciple who has disowned him (see the comments on 10:33).

Jesus’ knowing the Pharisees’ “imaginations” (12:25) now leads him to talk about the relation between thinking and doing. 12:33: “Either make a tree good and its fruit good, or make a tree rotten and its fruit rotten. For a tree is known by [its] fruit.” The earlier axiom that a good tree produces good fruits and a rotten tree rotten fruits (7:17) here turns into a command either to make the tree and its fruit good or to make the tree rotten and its fruit rotten. Why this shift? It’s to avoid disparity between inward condition and outward appearance—that is, to avoid hypocrisy, such as characterizes the Pharisees whom Jesus is addressing (15:7; 22:18; 23:13, 15, 23, 25, 27–29). To avoid hypocrisy you shouldn’t only make the tree and its fruit good. You should also make the tree and its fruit rotten! Jesus doesn’t say to make the fruit of a good tree good, and that of a rotten tree rotten. Rather, make the tree and its fruit correspond to each other. The tree represents a person’s thinking. Its fruit represents the person’s doing. “For a tree is known by [its] fruit” makes Jesus’ ability to recognize hypocrisy (see again 12:25 with 6:2, 5, 16; 7:5 and the aforementioned passages) a reason for avoiding it.

12:34–35: “Offspring of vipers [describing Jesus’ addressees, the Pharisees], how can you, being evil, speak good things?” Implied answer: you can’t. “For the mouth speaks out of the surplus of the heart [as though your thoughts overflow in spoken words].
35A good person thrusts good things [= legal tender, representing truthful words] out of [his] good treasure [= his fund of truthful thoughts], and an evil person thrusts evil things [= counterfeit coins, representing deceptive words] out of his evil treasure [= his fund of deceptive thoughts].” So the character of your thoughts determines the character of your words. For example, speaking against the Holy Spirit is determined by a thought (in this case an “imagination” according to 12:25) so wrongly evil that the speaking will never be forgiven (12:31–32).

12:36–37: “And I tell you [plural, as earlier] that every deedless word that people speak—they’ll render an account concerning it in the Day of Judgment.
37For by your words you’ll be justified, and by your words you’ll be convicted [‘your’ and ‘you’ being singular in this statement].” The traditional translation, “every idle word,” leaves the misimpression that Jesus is talking about random remarks. A truer translation is “every deedless word.” It goes without saying, at least for the moment, that in the Day of Judgment people will give an account of all their deeds (see 7:22–23, for example). Jesus is saying here that in the Day of Judgment people will give an account of their words as well as, and even apart from, their deeds—that is, whether or not their words had issued in deeds. “Every” individualizes the words and takes in all that’s spoken, whether good or evil. Whether or not followed up by a corresponding deed, speaking against the Holy Spirit examples an evil word that will lead to conviction. But a word of repentance, as in the confession of sins (see 3:6 with 3:2), that produces good deeds (“fruit in keeping with repentance” according to 3:8)—now there’s a basis for justification in the Day of Judgment! The striking shift from a string of plurals in “you” to the singular of “your” and “you” brings the issue of conviction versus justification down to the individual level. Since the Pharisees have “convicted” Jesus’ innocent disciples (12:7), the coming conviction of the Pharisees for their having spoken against the Holy Spirit makes for poetic justice.

THE WICKEDNESS OF JESUS’ PERSECUTORS AND THEIR COMING JUDGMENT
 Matthew 12:38–45

 

12:38: Then some of the scholars and Pharisees answered, saying, “Teacher, we want to see a sign from you.” The Pharisees continue to hound Jesus (compare 12:24). Because Jesus’ response will deal with the Old Testament, the field of the scholars’ expertise, Matthew mentions them too. The Pharisees included scholars in their number, anyway. In fact, Matthew’s phraseology could well be interpreted to mean “some of the scholars who were Pharisees.” “Answered” makes their request for a sign a retort to Jesus’ foregoing pronouncement of eternal condemnation on them for their having blasphemed the Holy Spirit (12:24–37). Addressing him with “Teacher” suits the ambience of scholarship due to the introduction of scholars. Since the Pharisees have charged that Jesus was casting out demons by Beelzebul/Satan (12:24), now they’re asking for a sign not subject to interpretation as satanically aided. In effect they’re saying, “You deny you’re casting out demons by Beelzebul. Show us that you’re not. We want evidence, not assertion.”

12:39–40: And he, answering, told them, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign, and a sign won’t be given to it except for the sign of Jonah the prophet.
40For just as ‘Jonah was in the belly of the sea-monster for three days and three nights [Jonah 1:17],’ thus the Son of Man will be in the heart of the earth for three days and three nights.” Jesus’ counter reply first takes the form of an accusation: it’s “an evil and adulterous generation” that “seeks after a sign,” as “some of the scholars and Pharisees” have done. He doesn’t say, “You are an evil and adulterous generation,” though. So the generalizing phrase, “An evil and adulterous generation,” while including those scholars and Pharisees, can refer also to unbelievers in other times and places. The addition of “adulterous” to “evil” echoes Old Testament phraseology for religious infidelity (Isaiah 57:3; Jeremiah 3:1–4:2; 13:27; Ezekiel 23; Hosea 1–3; 5:3–4 [see also Mark 8:38; James 4:4]). Since Jesus’ deeds have counted as “the deeds of the Christ” and “the deeds of wisdom” (11:2, 19), seeking for a sign different from those deeds counts as a rejection of them and justifies a description of the seekers as “evil and adulterous.” Jesus adds “the prophet” to “Jonah” to stress his own coming fulfillment of the prophetic typology apparent in what happened to Jonah. “In the heart of the earth” corresponds to “in the belly of the sea-monster,” picks up the term “heart” from “in the heart of the seas” in Jonah 2:3, refers to the realm of the dead (not simply to a grave), and points forward to Jesus’ time in that realm. The limitation to three days and three nights alludes to his resurrection (compare the explicit references to resurrection in the very next verses [12:41–42]). Jesus stayed in the realm of the dead only parts of three twenty-four hour periods (part of Good Friday, all Saturday, and part of Easter Sunday), not three whole days and nights. But the reference to three days and three nights comes out of Jonah 1:17 and causes no problem, because the Jews reckoned part of a twenty-four hour period for the whole (see Genesis 42:17–18; 1 Samuel 30:1, 12–13; 2 Chronicles 10:5, 12; Esther 4:16–5:1 [compare the comments on Matthew 27:63]). So the sign of Jonah, the only sign these scholars and Pharisees are going to get, will consist in the limitation of Jesus’ sojourn in the realm of the dead to three days and three nights. Prospective martyrs in the church may then take heart from this allusion to his resurrection, for it guarantees their own resurrection to eternal life.

12:41–42: “The Ninevite men will be resurrected at the judgment with this generation; and they’ll condemn it, because they repented at Jonah’s preaching [see Jonah 3]; and behold, something more than Jonah [is] here!
42The queen of the South will be raised at the judgment with this generation; and she’ll condemn it, because she came from the extremities of the earth [= a very long way] to hear Solomon’s wisdom [for which see 1 Kings 10:4, 6, 8]; and behold, something more than Solomon [is] here!” “The sign of Jonah” in 12:39–40 leads naturally to Jonah’s “preaching” to “the Ninevite men.” “This generation” narrows “A . . . generation” of 12:39 down to Jesus’ contemporaries, in particular the scholars and Pharisees who’ve just asked him for a sign. Since “the sign of Jonah the prophet” alluded to Jesus’ coming death and resurrection, the “something” that’s “more than Jonah” is Jesus in that his death-and-resurrection exceeds Jonah’s being preserved in the belly of the sea-monster for three days and three nights. And since the deeds of Jesus as the Christ (11:2) equate with the deeds of wisdom (11:19), the “something” that’s more than Solomon is Jesus in that his deeds exceed even those of that wise king, the one who built the first temple in Jerusalem. For Nineveh, “the South,” “condemn,” the two instances of “behold,” and the neuter gender in two instances of “something,” see the comments on Luke 11:29–32; but note that “something more than” carries different references in these two Gospels. The condemnation of Jesus’ persecutors at the Last Judgment stands as an encouragement to his persecuted disciples, who can expect like vindication.

12:43–45: “And whenever an unclean spirit comes out from a human being, it goes through waterless places seeking rest and doesn’t find [it] [contrast the “rest/relief” that those who come to Jesus do find (11:28–29)].” Waterless places are devoid of houses, whose inhabitants would require a supply of water nearby. 44“Then it says, ‘I’ll return to my house [the human being in whom I dwelt earlier], from where I came out.’ And on coming [back], it finds [the house] empty, swept, and put in order.
45Then it goes and takes along with itself seven other spirits more evil than itself and, on entering [the house], settles down there. And the last [circumstances] of that human being become worse than the first [circumstances]. It’ll be this way also for this evil generation.” “This evil generation” relates the present material to the condemnation of “this generation” at the judgment (12:39–42), and the metaphor of a house inhabited by evil spirits recalls the possible relation of “Beelzebul” to “houseowner” (10:25). The human being that houses the unclean spirit stands for the generation consisting of scholars and Pharisees. The unclean spirit itself stands for the evil of this generation. The unclean spirit’s absence stands for this generation’s lack of enough righteousness to fill the void (compare 5:20). The return of the unclean spirit with seven others worse than itself stands for an outburst of fully multiplied evil on the scholars’ and Pharisees’ part, an outburst that will belie their righteousness. They’ll help engineer Jesus’ crucifixion; and they’ll bribe the guards at Jesus’ tomb to suppress, if possible, the truth of Jesus’ resurrection (26:57; 27:41, 62; 28:11–15). The unclean spirit’s having found the house empty, swept, and orderly stands for this generation’s readiness to be taken over by multiplied evil, and it’s this multiplied evil that the Ninevite men and the queen of the South will condemn at the judgment (12:41–42).

THE PERSECUTED AS THE FAMILY OF THE HEAVENLY FATHER
 Matthew 12:46–50

 

Matthew now finishes out chapters 11–12 with a contrast between Jesus’ true family and those who persecute him and them.

12:46–47: While he was still speaking to the crowds, behold, his mother and siblings were standing outside, seeking to speak to him.
47And someone told him, “Behold, your mother and your siblings are standing outside seeking to speak to you.” “While he was still speaking to the crowds” implies that in 12:43–45 Jesus had switched from addressing some of the scholars and Pharisees in 12:24–42 to addressing the accompanying crowds, whom he’d addressed earlier in 12:15–16. The first “behold” calls attention to the surprising appearance on the scene of his mother and siblings. (Since Jewish men usually married women a number of years younger than they, presumably Joseph the husband of Mary and foster father of Jesus is dead by now; and because of Jesus’ virginal conception and birth, his siblings are half siblings [compare the comments on 1:24–25]). They were “standing outside,” but outside what? “The house” according to 13:1. So when Jesus withdrew in 12:15, he apparently went to his house in Capernaum (compare 4:13), and everything that Matthew has narrated since then has taken place there. The standing of Jesus’ mother and siblings outside therefore symbolizes that they—unlike the crowds, whom Matthew is about to call Jesus’ “disciples” (compare the comments on 4:25–5:1; 7:28–29) and whom Jesus is about to call his true family (12:48–50)—don’t belong to his household, his true family. The fact that someone has to tell him, with a second “Behold,” about his mother’s and siblings’ seeking to speak to him emphasizes their not belonging. And Matthew’s omitting to say why Jesus’ mother and siblings were seeking to speak to him leaves the emphasis solely on their not belonging (but see 27:56, 61; 28:1; Acts 1:14; 1 Corinthians 9:5; Galatians 1:19 for a later change in this respect).

12:48–50: And he, answering, said to the one who’d told him [about his mother and siblings], “Who is my mother, and who are my siblings?”
49And stretching out his hand toward his disciples [that is, pointing at them], he said, “Behold, my mother and my siblings!
50For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven—he/she is my brother and sister and mother.” Jesus doesn’t address his words concerning those who do the heavenly Father’s will to the crowds about his disciples. To do so would distinguish the crowds from his disciples. Instead, he addresses these words to his informant about the crowds as his disciples (see again the comments on 4:25–5:1; 7:28–29). The unrealism of more than one crowd’s presence in Jesus’ house adds support to Matthew’s making the crowds who follow Jesus represent the large number of professing disciples from all nations in the later church. “Behold” makes this representation exclamatory, and “For” makes doing the will of Jesus’ heavenly Father explanatory of the representation. Doing his will activates the petition, “Your will come to pass on earth as also [it comes to pass] in heaven” (6:10), and presupposes learning the Father’s will from Jesus, who as the Son knows God as his Father (11:25–30). The picking up of “whoever does the will of my Father in heaven” with “he/she” underscores Jesus’ identification of his true family. His biological half sisters haven’t yet come into view, but they will in 13:55–56. So the mention of his true “sister” alongside his true “brother” (both in the singular) justifies the foregoing translation “siblings” (plural) rather than the usual translation “brothers.” Jesus has taken notice of young women as well as young men and older women in the crowds of his disciples. But “father” is missing in his family of disciples, not only because his foster father Joseph hasn’t come with his mother and half brothers and sisters, but also because God is the sole Father in this new kind of family. So in the midst of persecution Jesus’ disciples may comfort and encourage themselves that they belong to the family to which he belongs, the family of his caring heavenly Father.

  

FALSE DISCIPLES AS THOSE WHO LACK UNDERSTANDING, TRUE DISCIPLES AS THOSE WHO HAVE IT AND GAIN FURTHER UNDERSTANDING
 Matthew 13:1–52
 

In 13:1–52 Matthew brings together eight parables for Jesus’ third long discourse in this Gospel (see chapters 5–7 and 10 for the first two). After the introductory gathering of many crowds (13:1–2), the parable of the sower portrays the reason for Jesus’ speaking in parables (13:3–9). When disciples from among the crowds approach him with a question concerning that reason, his answer includes an explanation of the parable (13:10–23). As it turns out, he speaks in parables because those who don’t have understanding—that is, false disciples—fall under the judgment of hearing only parabolic riddles and because those who do have understanding—that is, true disciples—come into the good fortune of gaining further understanding through Jesus’ explanation of these riddles (compare 11:25–27; 16:17).

After that parable about parables and its interpretation, Matthew puts six more parables. In contrast with the introductory parable of the sower, they all begin with a reference to the kingdom of heaven. The first deals with wheat and tares and emphasizes their separation at the end (13:24–30). The second and third constitute a pair dealing with a mustard tree (13:31–32) and a leavened lump of dough (13:33) and emphasizing large size. At the close of these first three of the six there’s a citation of fulfilled prophecy concerning Jesus’ parabolic speech to the crowds (13:34–35). At the start of the second three Jesus leaves the crowds, enters “the house,” entertains the approach of disciples, and explains to them the tares and wheat in order to portray them as true disciples who gain understanding because of their already having some (13:36–43). Further understanding comes through a second pair of parables, those of the treasure (13:44) and pearl (13:45–46), both of which emphasize the value of understanding for entrance into the kingdom. The last of the six parables deals with good and foul fish and makes a bookend with the first of the six by reemphasizing separation at the end (13:47–50). Matthew’s breaking up the pair of parables concerning the wheat and tares and the good and foul fish in order to use them as bookends for the other two pairs causes the main stress to fall on the separation of true and false disciples at the Last Judgment (compare 5:19–20; 7:13–27; 22:11–14; 24:45–25:13).

This stress explains in turn the distinction between the crowds and the disciples. The crowds represent the whole mixed body of professing disciples, the false as well as the true—therefore the addressing of parables that emphasize large size (the mustard tree and the huge lump of dough) to the crowds. The disciples who approach Jesus out of the crowds and receive further understanding because of prior understanding represent the true among the false (see especially 13:2, 10–17, 24, 31, 33–34, 36)—therefore the addressing of the parables of value (the treasure and the pearl) to the true disciples alone. The concluding eighth parable of a disciple as a scholar who speaks what he has recently learned (“new things”) as well as what he’d already understood (“old things” [13:51–52]) underscores the difference between the true and the false among the crowds who follow Jesus. The true had understanding prior to the parables and gain more of it through those parables, whereas the false lacked it prior to the parables and lose it in the parables.

OLD UNDERSTANDING AS A HUMAN RESPONSIBILITY
 Matthew 13:1–23

 

13:1–2: On that day, after going out of the house Jesus was sitting alongside the Sea [of Galilee].
2And many crowds were gathered together to him, so that on getting into a boat he was sitting down; and all the crowd were standing on the shore. “On that day” refers to the day when the episodes of 12:15–50 took place. See the comments on 4:13; 9:10; 12:15, 46 for “the house” as Jesus’ house in Capernaum. “Going out” anticipates the going out of the sower in the upcoming parable about a sower and thus preliminarily identifies Jesus with that sower (13:3). By sitting, Jesus takes the authoritative posture of a teacher (compare 5:1; 23:2). A doubling of the reference to sitting emphasizes his didactic authority. The gathering together of “many crowds” to him previews the masses who later came into the church as professing disciples. Once clustered together, the many crowds become a single “crowd.” The crowd’s “standing on the shore” contrasts with Jesus’ sitting and thus lays further emphasis on his didactic authority. “All” keeps the entirety of this crowd onshore so as to protect the uniqueness of his authoritative position and posture.

13:3–6: And he spoke many things to them in parables, saying, “Behold, a sower went out to sow [seeds].
4And in his sowing, some [seeds] fell on the edge of a path; and on coming, birds devoured them.” A parable contains a comparison and may refer to a proverb, riddle, fable, or allegory. “Behold” calls special attention to the sower who went out to sow seeds; and after Jesus’ “going out,” we can hardly miss the identification of the sower with Jesus (compare 13:37: “the one sowing the good seed is the Son of Man”). In the sowing near a path, some seeds fell on the edge of the path accidentally. There, hardness of soil packed down by human traffic left those seeds exposed to voracious birds, which took advantage of the exposure. 5“But other [seeds] fell on rocky [ground], where they didn’t have much soil; and immediately they rose up out of [the ground] because of not having depth of soil.
6But when the sun had risen up, they [the seed sprouts] were scorched, and because of not having root, they were dried out [by the sun].” For explanation, see the comments on Mark 4:5–6.

13:7–9: “But other seeds fell on thorns, and the thorns came up and choked them.” We can’t tell whether some seeds fell where the sower couldn’t detect seeds of thorns hidden in the soil, or whether some seeds fell accidentally among dried up thorns from the previous year (compare Jeremiah 4:3). But so much emphasis falls on the thorns’ coming up and choking the sower’s seeds that the seeds’ sprouting doesn’t even get mentioned. 8“But other [seeds] fell on good soil and were giving fruit, one [seed] a hundredfold, but another [seed] sixtyfold, but another [seed] thirtyfold.” The good soil is receptive rather than hard like that of the pathway, deep rather than thin like that overlying some rock, and free of competition rather than infested like that containing thorns. The seeds falling on this good soil turn out to be three in number. “A hundredfold” comes first as the best example (see Genesis 26:12 for a hundredfold yield as excellent). Two instances of “but” introduce the less desirable examples of sixtyfold and thirtyfold. As elsewhere in Matthew, “fruit” stands for deeds, here for good deeds (3:8, 10; 7:16–20; 12:33 and so on). 9“The [person] who has ears [to hear with] had better hear!” This indirect command (“The [person] who has” rather than “You”) includes anyone outside as well as inside Jesus’ immediate audience, so that everyone in the audience of Matthew’s Gospel, for instance, is included. Such a person is supposed to put his ears to good use by listening to the parable, which in 13:18–23 Jesus will interpret as a parable about listening, about hearing. Having ears to hear with doesn’t imply there are people without ears. It emphasizes that having ears obligates their owner to use them for hearing.

13:10–12: And on approaching [Jesus], the disciples said to him, “Why are you speaking to them in parables?”
11And answering, he said to them, “Because to you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but to those [= ‘them’ in the disciples’ question] it hasn’t been given [to know those secrets].
12For whoever has [knowledge]—it’ll be given to him [to know the secrets]; and it [his knowledge] will be made to flourish [compare Proverbs 1:5]. But whoever doesn’t have [knowledge], even what he has will be taken away from him.” The secrets will be given to these disciples in Jesus’ upcoming explanations of parables. His giving them the secrets indicates the genuineness of their discipleship, so that “them” and “those” refer to the rest of the crowd. Because the rest haven’t understood Jesus’ plain—that is, unparabolic—speech (as in 4:17, for example), they haven’t borne the fruit of good deeds and have thereby belied their profession of discipleship. So Jesus uses parables to hide the secrets from them—but not from his true disciples, because for them he’ll add explanations. He’ll add them because true disciples have understood his plain speech and consequently borne the fruit of discipleship. The saying on the haves and have-nots rests on the economic truism that the rich increase in wealth by investing their capital while the poor sink deeper into poverty for lack of capital to invest. Thus Jesus takes away his plain speech from a false disciple by confusing him with parables, but furthers the knowledge of a true disciple (13:51–52) by explaining the parables to him (13:18–23, 36–43, 49–50). The switch from the plural “you” in 13:11 to the singular “whoever,” “him,” and “he” in 13:12 puts an individualizing stamp on the economically based saying. “And it [the true disciple’s knowledge] will be made to flourish” emphasizes the gift of further knowledge. He’ll have more than enough of it. At the level of Matthew’s text, the plural of “parables” in the true disciples’ question anticipates the parables to follow. But since these disciples are said to have approached Jesus, he must no longer be sitting in the boat. So it looks as though Matthew has advanced what in historical terms happened later—that is, these disciples’ question and Jesus’ answer, which will include an explanation of the parable of the sower—so as to make this parable the key to understanding the purpose of the following parables. For Jesus will go back to telling the crowds parables, seemingly from the boat, and won’t leave the crowds till 13:36.

13:13–15: “On account of this I’m speaking to them in parables, because though seeing they don’t see, and though hearing they don’t hear, nor do they understand.
14And in them is being completely fulfilled Isaiah’s prophecy that says, ‘By hearing you’ll hear and never understand [what you hear], and though seeing you’ll see and never perceive [what you see].
15For the heart of this people has become impenetrable, and with [their] ears they’ve heard ponderously [that is, they’ve heard hardly at all], and they’ve closed their eyes lest they perceive with [their] eyes and hear with [their] ears and understand with [their] heart and convert and I heal them [Isaiah 6:9–10 (compare Mark 4:12; Luke 8:10; John 12:40; Acts 28:26–27; Romans 11:8)].’ ” So far as false disciples are concerned, then, Jesus isn’t telling parables because those disciples haven’t been able to understand his plain-spoken teaching and the parables will help them understand; rather, he’s telling parables because as false disciples they’ve refused to understand his plain-spoken teaching and the parables will confuse them judgmentally for that refusal. “On account of this” points forward to “because though seeing they don’t see [and so forth].” Thus the emphasis falls on the culpability of false disciples. They have eyes and ears but haven’t used them well. Prior to the direct quotation of Isaiah 6:9–10, the references to seeing and hearing come out of that Old Testament text, but in reverse order. The false disciples don’t even see what they see! They don’t even hear what they hear! Such is the extent of their refusal to perceive, to understand. Forget the seeming self-contradiction in seeing but not seeing and in hearing but not hearing. This is a way of highlighting the deliberateness with which false disciples don’t translate Jesus’ plain-spoken teaching into behavior consistent with discipleship. “Is being completely fulfilled” highlights this deliberateness even further. Unusually, Jesus rather than Matthew quotes the Old Testament as fulfilled; and the usual “what was spoken [by the Lord] through [Isaiah] the prophet” (1:22; 2:15, 17, 23; 3:3; 4:14; 8:17; 12:17; 13:35; 21:4; 27:9) is replaced by “Isaiah’s prophecy is being completely fulfilled . . . that says” to avoid even the slightest implication of divine causation that might be mistaken as a lessening of human responsibility. “For” makes the false disciples’ obtuseness rather than the Lord’s speaking through Isaiah the reason for failure to understand and perceive. “Never understand” and “never see” pronounce, in effect, eternal damnation. “They’ve closed their eyes lest they perceive . . . and understand . . . and convert and I heal them” puts a final accent on the deliberateness of false disciples’ refusal to translate Jesus’ plain-spoken teaching into behavior consistent with discipleship. They don’t want to be healed of their hardheartedness, mental blindness, and willful deafness.

For a renewed and contrastive portrayal of true disciples Jesus now says in 13:16–17: “But fortunate [are] your eyes, because they see, and your ears, because they hear.
17For amen I tell you that many prophets and righteous [people] longed to see the things that you’re seeing and didn’t see [them], and to hear the things that you’re hearing and didn’t hear [them].” “Because they see” and “because they hear” accentuate human responsibility once again, but this time happily by attributing the good fortune of seeing the deeds of Jesus and hearing his words to true disciples’ deciding to see and hear instead of refusing as false disciples do. Providing the basis for this pronouncement of good fortune is the unfulfilled longing of past prophets and teachers of righteousness—many of them, no less—to see the deeds of the Christ and to hear his words (compare 11:2–6, 19; and see the comments on 10:41 for righteous people as teachers of righteousness). “I tell you,” reinforced by “amen,” underlines the pronouncement.

13:18–22: “You therefore [since your eyes and ears are fortunate (13:16–17)]—hear the parable of the sower.
19When anyone hears the word about the kingdom and doesn’t understand [it], the evil one [Satan] comes and snatches away what was sown in his [the hearer’s] heart. This is the person sown on the edge of a path.
20But the person sown on rocky ground—this is the person who hears the word and receives it immediately with joy.
21But he doesn’t have a root in himself, but is temporary. And when affliction or persecution comes about because of the word, he’s immediately tripped up.
22But the person sown in the thorns—this is the person who hears the word. And concern for this age [as opposed to concern for his eternal fate] and the seductiveness of wealth choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful.” As a title, “the parable of the sower” centers attention on the sower, that is on Jesus, since the sower represents him (see the comments on 13:3–4, 37). So the title means “the parable told by Jesus the sower” as well as “the parable told concerning Jesus the sower.” But why the command to hear this parable? These disciples have already heard it. Ah, but they don’t yet understand it, though they’ve understood Jesus’ earlier plain speech, as shown by their having borne fruit in keeping with discipleship. So he tells them to hear the parable in explanatory form. Thus their understanding of Jesus’ earlier, plain speech will be augmented with an understanding of his parabolic speech (see 13:11–12a). “The word about the kingdom” harks back to Jesus’ proclaiming, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has drawn near” (4:17 [compare 3:2]). He has attributed lack of understanding to people’s having deliberately “closed their eyes lest they perceive with [their] eyes and hear with [their] ears and understand with [their] heart” (13:15). The resultant lack of understanding enables Satan to come and snatch away the word that was sown in their heart. Such people had their chance. They botched it. Since Jesus has just distinguished between what’s sown and the person in whose heart it’s sown, “the person sown” means a person who has received the seed of the word as though he were seeded soil. This turn of phrase lays emphasis on the individual person and his or her responsibility to hear and understand (compare 13:23). As for “the person sown on the rocky ground,” “with joy” reflects the goodness of the news concerning the arrival of the reign of heaven and tells why this person “receives it [the word of good news] immediately.” But “he doesn’t have a root in himself” because he himself is the thin soil onto which the seeds fell. The thinness stands for superficiality in the reception given to the word, a superficiality that translates into temporariness. “Tripped up” translates into apostasy so as to avoid persecution. Sadly, the immediacy of this apostasy cancels the immediacy of having received the word with joy. This-worldly concern defines the thorns of “the person sown in the thorns.” The persons sown on rocky ground and in the thorns are identified; but then the sentences regarding them are broken off, and “this” picks up the identified persons (see the dashes in the translation). This broken grammatical construction highlights their on-again, off-again characteristics.

13:23: “But the person sown on the good soil—this is the person who hears the word and understands [it], who indeed bears fruit and produces a hundredfold in one instance, sixtyfold in another instance, and thirtyfold in another.” Hearing and understanding contrast with the hearing and not hearing in the sense of not understanding (13:13). And fruit-bearing—that is, producing good deeds in keeping with discipleship (7:17–19; 21:43 [compare 3:8, 10])—gives evidence of hearing and understanding. “Indeed” highlights such fruit-bearing. See the comments on 13:8 for the gradations of yield. It’s up to those who hear the word about the kingdom to let that word become fruitful.

NEW UNDERSTANDING AS A GIFT FROM JESUS
 Matthew 13:24–52

 

This section contains six parables about the kingdom of heaven.

The Future Judgment of False Disciples in the Kingdom

Matthew 13:24–30 (see 13:36–43 for an explanation)


13:24–26: He presented another parable to them, saying, “The kingdom of heaven was like a man who’d sowed good seed in his field.
25But while the men were sleeping, his enemy came and oversowed tares in the midst of the wheat and went away.
26But when the grass sprouted and produced fruit [that is, when the grasslike blades shot up and developed ears of grain], then the tares also became apparent.” “Presented” echoes a verb used in the Old Testament for Moses’ presenting the words of the Lord to the people of Israel and their elders (Exodus 19:7; 21:1; Deuteronomy 4:44). This echo supports Matthew’s continuing portrayal of Jesus as a new and greater Moses. Though Jesus has most recently been speaking to his true disciples, segregated from among the crowds that also contained false disciples (13:10–23), the statement in 13:36 that “on leaving the crowds, he went into the house; and his disciples approached him” will imply that Jesus now speaks again to the crowds before explaining the present parable to his true disciples. This implication will be confirmed by 13:34: “Jesus spoke all these things in parables to the crowds.” “Was like” points to the whole of the following parable, not just to the immediately following phrase (“a man”). The past tense in “was like” calls attention to the mixture of wheat and tares in the kingdom as already having come about (see also 18:23; 22:2). Given Jesus as the sower in the parable of the sower, “a man who’d sowed good seed in his field” suggests a reference to Jesus, which will be confirmed in 13:37. That this “man” (singular), not his “men” (plural), himself sows the good seed suggests Jesus’ establishment on earth of the kingdom of heaven. But who are “the men” who “were sleeping” while the man’s “enemy” came and sowed the tares? The use of “the men” in 8:27; 9:8 (or “the human beings,” a preferable translation in those passages) for Jesus’ disciples suggests the same usage here. And just as the sleeping of “the men” in the parable allows tares to be sown among the wheat (“the man” isn’t said to have slept!), so too the sleeping of Jesus’ disciples allows the kingdom of heaven to be corrupted with the influx of false disciples (compare the comments on 7:6 and the sleeping of Jesus’ disciples in Gethsemane while he stays awake to pray [26:36–45]). But to say so is to anticipate Jesus’ upcoming explanation; so let’s delay identifying “his enemy.” Combined with the implied nighttime of sleeping, “came” and “went away” allude to the enemy’s stealth. “Oversowed” alludes to the enemy’s sowing the seeds of tares on top of the already sown seeds of wheat. “In the midst of the wheat” stresses the mixture of tares with wheat. Tares are a poisonous plant, also called darnels, that looks like wheat until the wheat develops ears of grain easily distinguished from the black seeds produced by tares.

13:27–28: “And on approaching, the slaves of the houseowner said to him, ‘Master, you sowed good seed in your field, didn’t you?’ ” Implied answer: Yes. “ ‘From where then does it have tares?’ ” “The men” are now called “the slaves” because “the man” is now called “the houseowner,” a designation Jesus used for himself in 10:25. The slaves are members of the man’s household, but he owns a field (“his field” [13:24]) as well as a house. The slaves address him with “Master” because he owns them too. But the word translated “Master” means not only “owner,” but also “Lord,” and thus—like “houseowner”—suits the man’s representation of the Lord Jesus. The appearance of some tares wouldn’t have surprised the slaves. So their surprise implies a large number due to deliberate sowing, and their question confirms the enemy’s stealth and reflects their having slept during the sowing of the tares. 28And he told them, “A hostile man has done this.” In Matthew’s original Greek, “hostile” is the adjective form of “enemy,” the noun that appeared in 13:25. But “a hostile man” makes a sharp antithesis to “a man who’d sowed good seed in his field” (13:24). “But the slaves say to him, ‘Then do you want us, on going away [from your house into your field], to collect them [the tares]?’ ” The present tense of “say” reflects the eagerness of the slaves to weed out the tares and represents the eagerness of some in the church to weed out fellow disciples against whom they’ve made individual judgments (compare 7:1–5).

13:29–30: “But he says, ‘No, lest while gathering the tares you uproot the wheat together with them.
30Allow both to grow together till the harvest; and in the time [= season] of harvest I’ll say to the reapers, “First collect the tares and bind them in bundles so as to burn them up, but gather the wheat into my granary.” ’ ” The present tense of “says” emphasizes the master’s negation of the slaves’ suggestion. But you can understand the suggestion. For volunteer tares were usually weeded out when the formation of heads of wheat did away with the similarity between mere sprouts of wheat and tares. Here, though, deliberate sowing resulted in so many tares that their roots were intertwined with those of the wheat. Collecting the tares would therefore entail a massive uprooting of the immature wheat along with the tares. For burning as a symbol of judgment and for gathering into a granary as a symbol of salvation, see 3:10–12. The harvesters differ from the slaves. This difference anticipates a later identification of the harvesters as angels in distinction from the slaves (= “the men” of 13:25), who represent Jesus’ disciples. Usually, harvesters cut the grain just below the heads on the stalks, left the shorter tares standing uncut, and burned off the tares and the remaining stalks of wheat in the open field. So the collecting of tares first and their being bound in bundles for burning, like wood, are further elements of unrealism designed to emphasize the final judgment of those represented by the tares.

The Magnitude of the Kingdom
 Matthew 13:31–33


13:31–32: He presented another parable to them, saying, “The kingdom of heaven is like a grain of mustard which [grain] a man, on taking [it], sowed in his field—32which [mustard] is on the one hand smaller than all the seeds. Whenever it [the mustard] has grown, on the other hand, it’s larger than the vegetable plants and becomes a tree, so that ‘the birds of the sky come and nest in its branches [Daniel 4:12, 21 (compare Ezekiel 17:23; 31:6)].’ ” The present tense in “is like” calls attention to the magnitude of the kingdom as indicated by the parable, a magnitude current in Matthew’s day because of the astounding growth of the church, so that it includes large numbers of false disciples in addition to the true (compare 7:13–14; 28:18–19, and contrast the past tense of “was like” in 13:24 with comments). On close inspection, the seemingly irrational and confusing shift from the grain of mustard to the mustard makes sense. For “which [grain]” suits its being sown, whereas “which [mustard]” suits its being smaller than all the seeds. (In Matthew’s original Greek it’s clear that the first “which” refers to “grain,” and the second “which” to “mustard.”) A mustard seed was the smallest of Palestinian seeds visible to the naked eye and had become proverbial for smallness. But the mustard plant attains a height of 8–12 feet, so that Jesus takes the liberties of calling it a tree and of describing it as larger than the vegetable plants rather than the largest of them. It has graduated hyperbolically from the category of a vegetable plant to the category of a tree. Similarly, “smaller than all the seeds” has made the mustard grain so small that it doesn’t even count as a seed. (To signal this demotion, Jesus called the unsown mustard “a grain” rather than “a seed.”) “On the one hand . . . . on the other hand” and birds’ nesting in the branches of the mustard tree clinch the metaphorical contrast between the kingdom’s smallest of beginnings (with only four disciples [4:18–22]) and largest of endings (disciples from all nations [28:18–19]). As in the parables of the sower and of the wheat and tares, the man who sowed the grain of mustard is Jesus. His field will turn out to be the world (13:38), and the man’s having sown the grain of mustard in the field represents Jesus’ having already established the reign of heaven in the world (compare 12:28).

13:33: He told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like leaven which a woman, on taking [it], hid in three satons [about a bushel, or almost fifty pounds] of wheat flour until the whole was leavened.” Leaven consisted of a portion of fermenting dough that was mixed with a batch of fresh dough to make the batch rise, much as yeast is used nowadays. Usually, leaven symbolizes the pervasive power of evil (see, for example, 16:5–12; 1 Corinthians 5:6–8; Galatians 5:8–9). The exceptionality of Jesus’ presently using leaven for something good emphasizes the pervasive growth of the kingdom of heaven. It seems odd that the woman “hid” the leaven in the flour. But this very oddity portrays the large amount of flour as engulfing the small amount of leaven. So just as it was hyperbolic for Jesus to call the mustard plant a tree, it’s also hyperbolic for him to speak of a woman’s leavening “the whole” of a bushel of wheat flour to make one enormously large lump of dough. Thus the pervasiveness of the leaven illustrates the magnitude of the kingdom, which has to do with the huge number of professing disciples, true and false, throughout the world.

The Fulfillment of Prophecy in the Parabolic Conundrums
 Matthew 13:34–35


13:34–35: Jesus spoke all these things in parables to the crowds; and apart from a parable he was saying nothing to them,
35so that what was spoken through the prophet would be fulfilled, saying, “I’ll open my mouth with parables, I’ll belch [an attention-getting figure of speech for speaking] things hidden since the founding of the world [Psalm 78:2].” “All these things” are the contents of the preceding parables—but not Jesus’ explanation of the parable of the sower; for he gave that explanation only to his true disciples, whereas “the crowds” includes false disciples as well as true. “Apart from a parable he was saying nothing to them” reemphasizes his having used parables judgmentally to obscure the secrets of the kingdom from false disciples, whom he doesn’t privilege with explanations of the parables (13:10–15). As in his other activities, Jesus has deliberately set about to fulfill Old Testament prophecy (“so that what was spoken through the prophet would be fulfilled”); and, as usual, “through the prophet” casts the prophet as the Lord’s mouthpiece. According to Jewish tradition, Asaph composed Psalm 78. He was a cymbalist, singer, and choir leader (1 Chronicles 15:19; 16:4–7, 37; 25:6–7; 2 Chronicles 5:12; Nehemiah 12:46); but 1 Chronicles 25:2 and 2 Chronicles 29:30 also call him a prophet and seer. Matthew pluralizes Asaph’s “parable” (singular) to suit the plurality of parables that Jesus has told. “Things hidden since the founding of the world” describes those parables as containing the secrets of the kingdom that the parables have hidden from false disciples because they didn’t do the good deeds that would have demonstrated true discipleship (compare 11:25). Especially prominent in the parables thus far told is the secret that the kingdom includes a large number of false disciples. In context, then, Matthew reverses the meaning of Psalm 78, which has the psalmist using parables to reveal hidden things rather than to keep them hidden (see verses 3–4 in the psalm). Fulfillments of Old Testament prophecy often take a surprisingly different turn.

The Future Judgment of False Disciples in the Kingdom
 Matthew 13:36–43


Now comes an explanation of the parable of the wheat and tares. 13:36–38b: Then, on leaving the crowds [which included false disciples, unworthy of an explanation], he went into the house [Jesus’ house in Capernaum (see 4:13; 9:10; 12:15, 46 with comments)]. And his disciples [the true ones] approached him, saying, “Clarify for us the parable of the tares of the field.” The omission of wheat from the parable’s title puts emphasis on the current presence and future judgment of false disciples, represented by the tares. 37And answering, he said, “The one who was sowing the good seed is the Son of Man [compare the designation of the sower as ‘the man’ in the parable proper (13:24)].
38a–bAnd the field is the world.” “World” emphasizes the widespread extension of the kingdom through evangelism, started by Jesus in the land of Israel and continued far and wide through the agency of his disciples, with whom he’ll promise to be present (5:14; 24:14; 26:13; 28:18–20). He doesn’t mean that all the world’s inhabitants will become disciples. He means, rather, that throughout the world large numbers will profess discipleship (compare the parables of the mustard tree and the leaven). We would err to interpret “the world” as the church, for Jesus is quite capable of using “church” in this Gospel (16:18; 18:17). And to equate “the world” with a universal kingdom of the Son of Man would go too far in the other direction by overlooking that the Devil sowed tares later and in the midst of the wheat. So the world is the sphere into which the Son of Man brings his kingdom through preaching the gospel. Worldwide extent—yes; but not total domination of the world, at least not till the second coming. “And the good seed—these are [= stand for] the sons of the kingdom.” The broken grammatical construction, indicated by a dash, calls special attention to the good seed as a counterbalance to the tares. The plural of “these” makes “the good seed” a collective singular. In 8:12 “the sons of the kingdom” referred to the Jews as God’s chosen people, who as such would inherit the kingdom except for their failure to repent and believe (though, of course, some did repent and believe and thus retain their status). Here, though, “the sons of the kingdom” refers to Jesus’ true disciples, the very ones he’s privileging with an explanation of the parable in order to add further understanding to their prior understanding (13:12).

13:38c–43: “But the tares are [= stand for] the sons of the evil one [who’ll now be identified as the Devil, “sons of” indicating that they take after the Devil’s evil on the principle of like father, like son].
39And the enemy who sowed them [the tares] is the Devil.” So the infiltration of false disciples into the church is the work of the Devil. “And the harvest is the consummation of the age [when everything is bundled together at the end of present history]. And the harvesters are angels.
40Therefore [because of the consummation] just as the tares are collected and burned up by fire, thus it’ll be in the consummation of the age:
41the Son of Man will send his angels, and they’ll collect out of his kingdom all the snares and those who practice lawlessness [that is, who disobey the Law as interpreted by Jesus (see, for example, 5:21–48)],
42and will ‘throw them into the furnace of fire [Daniel 3:6].’ Weeping and gritting of teeth will be there [because of the fire (compare Psalm 112:10)].” “Into the furnace of fire” tells why the tares were bound in bundles, like pieces of wood, rather than burned while standing in the open field. According to 24:30–31 the Son of Man “will send his angels . . . and they’ll gather his selected ones [true disciples]” to inherit the kingdom (25:34). He says here, on the other hand, that his angels will collect false disciples, who ensnare others into sinning by disobeying the Law as interpreted by Jesus and teaching others to do the same (compare 5:19; 18:6–7; Zephaniah 1:3). Notably, Jesus claims the angels and the kingdom as his own (compare 16:28; Daniel 7:13–14 and Jesus’ phrase “my church” in Matthew 16:18). But given that he’s “God with us” (1:23), what else should we expect? 43“Then the righteous will shine out like the sun in the kingdom of their Father [compare Daniel 12:3].” “The righteous” are true disciples, who not only live righteously but also—unlike false disciples, who ensnare others with their lawless teaching and conduct—teach righteousness to others by word and example. The kingdom is the Father’s as well as Jesus’, and “their Father” recalls many, many instances of Jesus’ calling God the disciples’ Father (5:16, 45, 48 and so on). This designation of God and the promise of shining out like the sun in his kingdom give encouragement and assurance to disciples who, because of their fidelity as true disciples, suffer persecution. “The [person] who has ears [to hear with] had better hear [because of a fiery furnace for false disciples and Jesus’ and the Father’s kingdom for true disciples]!” See further the comments on 13:9.

The Surpassing Value of Understanding for Entrance into the Kingdom
 Matthew 13:44–46


Just as 13:31–33 contained a pair of parables dealing with the kingdom’s magnitude, the present passage contains a pair dealing with the surpassing value of understanding for entrance into the kingdom.

13:44: “The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hidden in a field, on finding which [treasure] a man hid [it] and from joy over it goes and sells all things that he has, as many as [they are], and buys that field [so that he can legally possess the treasure he found and re-hid there] [compare Proverbs 2:1–11].” The frequency of invasions often led people to bury their treasures in the ground. We’re probably meant to understand a day laborer plowing in another man’s field, discovering an old treasure buried there before the present owner’s lifetime or acquisition of the field (for the present owner wouldn’t sell the field knowing the treasure to be intact), and not extracting the treasure but carefully covering it back up so as to purchase the field and forestall the present owner’s claiming to have buried the treasure himself. The necessity of selling absolutely all to purchase the field reflects the day laborer’s relative poverty. “A treasure” connotes high value and here, as in Proverbs 2:1–11, stands for understanding, the kind of understanding that gains entrance into the kingdom of heaven. The treasure’s hiddenness echoes the woman’s hiding leaven in a bushel of wheat flour (13:33) and alludes to Jesus’ explaining to true disciples the secrets of the kingdom that he hid in parables from false disciples. “In a field” echoes the same phrase in the parables of the tares and the mustard tree (13:24, 27, 31), where it represented “the world” (13:38), throughout which the reign of heaven extends in the discipling of all nations (28:18–20). So too here. Several features of the parable highlight the man’s joy over finding the treasure: (1) his hiding it again; (2) the present tense in “goes and sells . . . and buys that field”; (3) his selling “all” his possessions; and (4) the reinforcement of “all” with “as many as [they are].” So this man’s joy proves genuine, as opposed to the superficial joy of a “temporary” disciple represented by the rocky ground in the parable of the sower (13:20). In 19:21–22 Jesus will tell a young man to go sell all his possessions, give the proceeds to the poor for the gaining of treasure in heaven, and come follow him. But because of having “many acquisitions,” the young man will go off sorrowing. Contrast the present man’s joy in selling all he has to buy the field in which the treasure is hidden. So the accent falls on the surpassing value of the treasure, a value that devalues all else by comparison and makes the understanding required for entrance into the kingdom joyfully worth any cost.

13:45–46: “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a businessman seeking beautiful pearls.
46And on finding one very valuable pearl, going off he sold all things that he had, as many as [they were], and bought it.” “Again” links this parable with the preceding one about the treasure. As did the treasure in that one, the pearl stands for the understanding that gains entrance into the kingdom. The selling of all possessions without exception gives evidence of true discipleship (compare the pearls at 7:6 in a context likewise dealing with true and false discipleship) and illustrates the surpassing value of understanding. “One very valuable pearl” underlines the value in that the pearl is worth any cost even though it’s only one. Pearls were fished in the Red Sea, Persian Gulf, and Indian Ocean. The businessman’s “seeking beautiful pearls” marks him as a wholesale dealer who travels to such places, not a small-time, shop-keeping retailer.

The Future Judgment of False Disciples
 Matthew 13:47–50


The following parable pairs up with the parable about the tares, and with that parable bookends the intervening two pairs of parables (see the introduction to 13:1–52).

13:47–48: “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a dragnet that was cast into the sea and gathered [fish] of every kind, which [dragnet],
48when it had been filled, on drawing which [dragnet] up onto the beach and sitting down, they [fishermen] collected the good [ritually pure and edible fish] into containers; but they threw out the foul [ritually impure and inedible fish, such as those without scales or fins (Leviticus 11:9–12)].” “Again” links this parable with the one about the pearl (13:45–46), so that these two parables join the one about the treasure (13:44) to form a triplet matching the earlier triplet of those that each started with “another parable” (13:24, 31, 33). The dragnet, weighted at the bottom, was either dragged to shore between two boats or laid out by a single boat in a circuit from the shore and back again and then drawn to shore by hand. “Into the sea” parallels “in his field” in the companion parable of the tares (13:24) and, as there, symbolizes the worldwide extent of Christian evangelism (13:38 [compare the frequent Old Testament portrayal of the nations of the world as a sea]). Like fishing as a figure for evangelism in 4:18–19, the gathering of every kind of fish stands for the coming into the church of both true and false disciples (compare 13:2: “And many crowds gathered together to him”; also the mixture of wheat and tares in 13:24–30, 36–43). The filling of the dragnet stands for the large number (by Matthew’s time) of professing disciples. The “containers” into which the good fish are collected correspond to the “granary” into which the wheat was gathered in the parable of the tares (13:30). Strikingly, Matthew uses the neuter gender of “the good” and “the foul,” though the implied word for “fish” is masculine. The neuter gender points beyond the fish as physical objects to their qualities of goodness or foulness, and—since “foul” and “rotten” translate the same Greek word—the neuter of these two words recalls the similar images of “a good tree” and “a rotten tree” (both neuter) in 7:17–18; 12:33. Jesus is still speaking in private to his true disciples, to whom alone he explains the parables (13:36). So an explanation now follows.

13:49–50: “Thus it’ll be in the consummation of the age: the angels will come forth and separate the evil [false disciples] from the midst of the righteous [true disciples] 50and ‘throw them [the false disciples] into the furnace of fire [Daniel 3:6].’ Weeping and grinding of teeth will be there [because of the fire (compare 13:41–42; Psalm 112:10)].” The coming forth of the angels corresponds to the sending of the angels by the Son of Man (13:41 [compare 16:27; 25:31]). But the angels’ coming forth doesn’t correspond to the fishermen’s sitting down after beaching the dragnet. This incongruity shows that Jesus is deliberately relating the parable of the good and foul fish to the one about the wheat and tares. “Separate” will occur twice in 25:32 for the separation of true and false disciples at the Last Judgment. “The evil [false disciples]” correspond to “the sons of the evil one” in 13:38. “From the midst” forms an antithetic parallel to “in the midst” at 13:25. Like the phrase to which it corresponds, this phrase also shows that the evil are to be understood as false disciples within the kingdom rather than as evil people in general. Otherwise, “the righteous” would have been located in their midst and separated from them rather than vice versa (for “the righteous” see the comments on 13:43). The figure of a fiery furnace is inappropriate to fish, referred originally to the fate of bundles of tares (13:42), and thus ties the two parables together again for a double emphasis on the fearsome doom of false disciples, though the present parable makes this emphasis exclusively (contrast 13:43a).

The True Disciple as a Knowledgeable Scholar
 Matthew 13:51–52


An appendant parable now stresses that understanding distinguishes true disciples from false as Jesus continues without interruption. 13:51–52: “Have you understood all these things?” They tell him, “Yes.” The introduction of “They tell him” without a preceding “And” and the present tense of “tell” underline the affirmative answer, which confirms these disciples as true (compare 13:23, where the good soil represents the disciple “who hears and understands the word”). “These things” refers to the contents of the parables; and “all” indicates a comprehensive understanding on the disciples’ part, thanks to Jesus’ explanations. (He didn’t explain every parable to them; but the explanations he did give them included elements, like that of sowing seed in a field, which carried over to the parables otherwise unexplained.) 52And he said to them, “Because of this [your understanding all these things], every scholar who has been discipled to the kingdom of heaven is like a houseowning man, who as such [= in his capacity as a houseowner] thrusts forth new things and old things out of his treasure.” A disciple’s understanding qualifies him to be called a scholar. Since to be discipled means to be made to learn (for “disciple” means “learner”), to be discipled to the kingdom means to have been made to learn about it, as in the parables and their explanations. “Every scholar” indicates that thrusting forth new things and old things necessarily characterizes a true disciple. Jesus isn’t talking about a special class among true disciples. He called himself a houseowner in 10:25. Like teacher, like disciple. “His treasure” refers to the contents of what we’d call a clothes closet. “New things and old things” refers to new clothes and old clothes. (Such an abundance of clothes signaled wealth.) The new clothes represent new understanding that a true disciple has gained from the parables and their explanations. The old clothes represent earlier understanding of Jesus’ plain speech. He rewarded that earlier understanding with the new (13:12). And as usual, understanding includes conduct as well as cognition. In 12:33–37 “thrusts forth” had to do with speaking words out of one’s “treasure.” So too here, the houseowner’s thrusting forth new things and old things out of his treasure means that a true disciple will draw on his new and old understandings when speaking as well as acting. For as Jesus himself did, “the righteous” teach by both word and example (compare 5:19).

  

DIFFERENT PEOPLE’S UNDERSTANDING AND LACK OF UNDERSTANDING
 Matthew 13:53–17:27
 

Matthew continues his practice of putting a block of narrative after each major discourse of Jesus. This block encompasses 13:53–17:27. As usual, the narrative illustrates the theme of the foregoing discourse, here the contrast between understanding and lack of understanding.

LACK OF UNDERSTANDING IN UNBELIEVING JEWS
 Matthew 13:53–58

 

13:53–57a: And it happened that when Jesus had finished [speaking] these parables, he moved away from there [his house in Capernaum (4:13; 13:36; see 7:28 for this concluding formula)].
54And on coming into his hometown, he started teaching them [his fellow townspeople] in their synagogue, so that they were awestruck and were saying, “From where does this [guy] have this wisdom and [these] miracles?
55This [guy] is the carpenter’s son, isn’t he? His mother is called Mary, isn’t she, and his brothers [are called] James and Joseph and Simon and Judas[, aren’t they]?
56And his sisters are all with us, aren’t they? So from where does this [guy] have all these things?”
57aAnd they were taking offense at him. Though Jesus had set up house in Capernaum (4:13), Nazareth remained the town of his upbringing (2:23). So “his hometown” refers to Nazareth. “Their synagogue” makes the synagogue there typify the synagogues of unbelieving Jews at the time of Matthew’s writing. Jesus’ fellow townspeople are awestruck not only at his teaching in their synagogue but also at his miracles; but instead of believing in him, they question the source of his wisdom and miracles. (“Wisdom” explains why they were awestruck at his teaching; it contained a stunning degree of wisdom.) As for the question of source, Matthew’s audience will recollect the alternative answers, Satan and God’s Spirit (12:22–32). And for Matthew’s audience (but not for the townspeople), Jesus’ being said to “have this wisdom and [these] miracles” makes the wisdom and miracles belong to him in his own right. For he’s “God with us” (1:23), not just God’s purely human agent. The townspeople betray their lack of understanding by misidentifying Jesus as “the carpenter’s son” (biologically speaking, in their view), whereas Matthew’s audience know him to be the Son of God (2:15; 3:17 and so on). Later, his disciples will confess him as such (14:33; 16:16). The naming of Jesus’ mother and brothers but not of Joseph the foster father suggests strongly that Joseph had died and that his son Joseph, named after him, had replaced him, so to speak (compare the nonmention of the elder Joseph in 12:46). Naturally, the townspeople didn’t think of Jesus’ brothers as only his half brothers. Again for Matthew’s audience, the mention of Jesus’ mother, brothers, and sisters recalls the identification of his true family as those who do the will of God the Father rather than these his blood relatives (12:46–50). Though Jesus’ biological half sisters aren’t named, the question, “And his sisters are all with us, aren’t they?” strikes a note of irony in that his true sisters are other and elsewhere (see 12:46–50 again). The townspeople’s taking offense at Jesus displays their lack of understanding: they understand neither the source of Jesus’ wisdom and miracles nor the identity of his true family. Since to take offense means to fall into a trap, lack of understanding has trapped the townspeople in unbelief.

13:57b–58: But Jesus said to them, “A prophet isn’t dishonored except in [his] hometown and in his household [so that because of joining the other townspeople in dishonoring Jesus, his listed blood relatives don’t count as his true family, at least not yet].”
58And because of their unbelief, he didn’t do many miracles there. So lack of understanding has led to unbelief. Jesus wasn’t unable to do many miracles in Nazareth. Because of the townspeople’s unbelief in response to the few he did do, he refused to do many miracles. Even so, those few had left the townspeople awestruck.

LACK OF UNDERSTANDING IN HEROD THE TETRARCH
 Matthew 14:1–12

 

14:1–2: During that time Herod the tetrarch [a small-change ruler of Galilee (west of the Sea of Galilee) and Perea (east of the Jordan River)] heard the news about Jesus
2and said to his servants, “This [guy] is John the baptizer. He [John] has been raised from the dead; and on account of this [his having been raised], miracles are at work in him.” Here we have Herod Antipas, not his father Herod the Great of chapter 2. As in 11:25; 12:1, “During that time” connotes a suitable time. Herod’s misidentification of Jesus as John the baptizer risen from the dead suits the preceding misidentification of Jesus by his fellow townspeople (13:53–58). “The news about Jesus” had to do with Jesus’ miracles. But to say that “the miracles are at work in him,” though it grants their actuality, is to deny that he himself works them. It’s to say he’s only their instrument. So Herod lacks understanding in three respects: (1) in his wrong identification of Jesus as John; (2) in his wrong deduction that John has been raised from the dead; and (3) in his wrong assignment of Jesus to his miracles rather than of the miracles to him (contrast his “hav[ing]” miracles in 13:54).

Herod’s lack of understanding triggers a flashback to John’s death. 14:3–5: For Herod, having seized [= arrested] John, had bound [him, presumably with chains] and put [him] away in a prison on account of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife.
4For John had been telling him, “It’s unlawful for you to have her.”
5And though wanting to kill him, he feared the crowd, because they held him as [= to be] a prophet [compare 21:46]. Naturally it was unlawful for Herod to have somebody else’s wife. (Matthew doesn’t say that Herod had married Herodias, only that she was Philip’s wife.) Herod wanted to kill John just as his father had wanted to kill the infant Jesus (2:1–18), and his arresting and binding of John anticipates the arresting and binding of Jesus in 26:4, 48, 50, 55, 57; 27:2. So two more parallels develop between John and Jesus (see the comments on 3:1–3). Herod’s fear of the crowd was due to their holding John to be a prophet (compare Jesus’ calling John a prophet in 11:9).

14:6–12: But when Herod’s birthday took place, the daughter of Herodias danced in the midst [of the partyers] and pleased Herod,
7with the result that he declared with an oath [that he’d] give her whatever she asked for.
8But she, having been prompted by her mother, said, “Give me here on a platter the head of John the baptizer.” So it looks as though Herodias as well as Herod had it in for John, though she isn’t so concerned as Herod to avoid a popular uprising over an execution of John. 9And though grieved [not for John but for himself because of not wanting to risk a popular uprising], the king commanded [John’s head] to be given [to Herodias’s daughter (14:5)] because of [his] oaths and those reclining [at banquet] with [him]. On the designation of Herod the tetrarch as “the king,” see the comments on Mark 6:14. Here the switch from “the tetrarch” to “the king” suits the verb “commanded.” The plural of “oaths” refers to the words of the “oath” (singular) mentioned earlier. Herod didn’t want to lose face before his guests by reneging on his oath. “Those reclining with [him]” implies a formal dinner party, at which the partyers reclined on cushions around a low table. 10And on sending [an executioner], he had John beheaded in the prison.
11And his [John’s] head was brought on a platter and given to the little girl, and she brought [it] to her mother. Execution by beheading went against Jewish law but agreed with Greek and Roman custom. The littleness of the girl exposes Herod’s weakness in that he has foolishly fallen prey to a youngster, a then undervalued female one at that. This early foolishness adds to his present lack of understanding in regard to Jesus. 12And on approaching, his [John’s] disciples took away the corpse [literally, “a fallen (body)”] and buried him. And on coming, they reported [John’s beheading] to Jesus. The delivery of John’s head on a platter and the taking away of his headless corpse provided the unmistakable evidence of John’s death that has led to Herod’s misidentifying Jesus as John risen from the dead. The taking of John’s corpse by his disciples anticipates the taking of Jesus’ corpse by one of his disciples (27:57–60) and thus contributes again to the parallel between John and Jesus that runs throughout Matthew. The reporting of John’s death to Jesus sets up for Jesus’ withdrawal in the next episode.

THE TWELVE DISCIPLES’ OBEDIENT UNDERSTANDING AND A FORESHADOWING OF THE LORD’S SUPPER
 Matthew 14:13–21

 

14:13a: And on hearing [the report of John’s death], Jesus withdrew from there in a boat to a deserted place by himself. John’s execution signaled danger to Jesus’ life and limb in that John had announced the coming of Jesus as someone stronger than he and therefore more threatening to Herod (3:11–12) and in that Jesus had called John a prophet, more than a prophet, and greater than any of his predecessors (11:7–11a). So in line with Jesus’ having told his disciples to flee persecution (10:23), he himself withdrew “from there.” The last we heard of his whereabouts, he was in his hometown of Nazareth (13:53–58). But we’re still in a flashback to the earlier incident of John’s execution and its immediate aftermath. “From there” doesn’t mean “from Nazareth,” then. That meaning wouldn’t have made sense of Jesus’ withdrawing “in a boat,” anyway; for Nazareth is landlocked. “From there” means, therefore, that he withdrew from his house in the seaside city of Capernaum, just as in 13:53 (with 13:36) on an earlier occasion. The “deserted place” to which he withdrew to be “by himself” will make it difficult for Herod’s arm to reach him (compare Jesus’ withdrawal to Galilee from the wilderness of Jordan, where John had been ministering and was arrested, when he heard of John’s imprisonment [4:12; see also 12:15; 15:21]). “By himself” indicates that not even his disciples accompanied him in the boat.

14:13b–14: And on hearing [about Jesus’ departure], the crowds followed him on foot from [their] cities.
14And on coming out [of his seclusion], he saw a large crowd and felt sorry for them and healed their sick. The crowds’ following of Jesus makes them stand, as they usually do in Matthew, for the large numbers of true and false disciples that have flocked into the church by the time this Gospel was written (compare most recently 13:24–33, 36–43, 47–50). Given Herod’s fear of “the crowd” (14:5), these crowds gave Jesus protection in addition to that provided by the out-of-the-way place devoid of a settled population. Now that “the crowds” (plural) from various cities have congregated in one spot, Matthew calls them “a large crowd” (singular). Jesus feels sorry for them because of their sick. His healing their sick displays the sort of mercy he both exemplifies and calls on his disciples to exercise (compare 5:7; 9:10–13; 12:1–8).

14:15: And when evening had come, his disciples [the Twelve] approached him, saying, “The place is deserted [= void of a settled population] and the hour has already passed away. Dismiss the crowds in order that on going away into the villages they may buy foods.” Normally, people took their main meal late in the afternoon. But that hour had “already passed away.” So the upcoming feeding of five thousand families will be an evening meal—like the Lord’s Supper, introduced in 26:20, as here, with the clause, “And when evening had come” (compare Jesus’ praying in 26:39 that the cup of his sacrificial blood, represented in the Lord’s Supper, might “pass away,” if possible). So the feeding of five thousand families will foreshadow the Lord’s Supper as it’s celebrated in the large, mixed church of Matthew’s (and our) day, by which time “the hour” of Jesus’ shedding his blood will have “passed away.” The failure of the twelve disciples to address Jesus respectfully with “Lord” (or the like) betrays as inappropriate their telling him what to do. On the other hand, “Dismiss the crowds” indicates that his hold over the crowds is so strong that, past normal mealtime or not, they wouldn’t leave unless he told them to. After all, they stand for the church at large. The disciples speak of “the crowds” (plural), because if Jesus dismisses them to go away “into the villages” (plural), they’ll break up into more than one crowd again (compare 14:13–14). “Going away into the villages” indicates that the villages are at some distance from the “deserted place,” but near enough to be reached before nightfall. And the plural of “foods” probably anticipates the two kinds of food, bread and fish, that the twelve disciples have in short supply.

14:16–19: But he told them, “They have no need to go away. You give them [something] to eat.” Eating something separately in somewhat distant villages wouldn’t qualify to foreshadow the Lord’s Supper. In a certain sense, “You give them [something] to eat” becomes a command to distribute its elements. The disciples understand Jesus’ command but respond in a way that betrays little faith: 17And they tell him, “We don’t have [any foods] here except for five loaves of bread and two fish.” Good understanding doesn’t guarantee great faith (compare 6:30; 8:26; 14:31; 16:8), and the present tense of “tell” accents the disciples’ statement exemplifying little faith. Bread and fish made up the basic diet of poor people in Galilee (compare 7:9–10). 18And he said, “Bring them here to me.” “Here” underlines that where Jesus is, the bread is; for in the Lord’s Supper, foreshadowed by the imminent feeding, bread stands for his body (26:26). 19And on commanding the crowds to recline on the grass, on taking the five loaves and the two fish, on looking up into heaven [where God dwells] he blessed [= praised God in thanksgiving for the bread and fish] and, on breaking [the loaves into pieces], he gave the loaves [in broken form] to the disciples, and the disciples [gave them] to the crowds. Reclining was for formal meals such as provided plenty of food. So the command to recline was an auspicious omen (compare the reclining at the Last Supper [26:20]). The grass made a suitable cushion on which to recline. Twice Matthew echoes his own and the disciples’ earlier references to “the crowds” (plural [14:13, 15]) to underline the crowds’ symbolizing the large, mixed church of his (and our own) day. Jesus himself commands the crowds to recline and thus acts as their host and Lord, because they foreshadow his church at the Lord’s Table. The staccato-like effect of commanding, taking, and looking up enhances his lordly hosting. The taking of bread and fish, blessing God for them (not blessing the bread and fish themselves), breaking the loaves into pieces, and giving the pieces to the disciples foreshadow the institution of the Lord’s Supper in 26:26–28. Breaking the loaves into pieces enables each of the disciples, who number more than five, to distribute the bread. Throughout the New Testament breaking has bread, not fish, as its object (see especially Mark 8:6–7). At this point, then, fish drop out of sight so as to turn the feeding into a preview of the Lord’s Supper, in which fish don’t figure. The disciples obey Jesus’ command to give the loaves to the crowds just as he’d given the loaves to the disciples. Like Jesus, like his disciples.

14:20–21: And all ate and were sated [= filled to satisfaction]. “All” includes the Twelve as well as the crowds so as to foreshadow the institution of the Lord’s Supper, which all Twelve—including the false disciple, Judas Iscariot—partook of (26:26–29). Similarly, the whole church, consisting of professing disciples—some true, some false—is to eat the Lord’s Supper. And as the Lord’s Supper will look forward to the messianic banquet in the coming kingdom (26:29), so too does this feeding—hence the being filled to satisfaction. And they picked up a surplus of the broken pieces [of bread], twelve full hampers [compare 2 Kings 4:38–44]. To continue a foreshadowing of the Lord’s Supper, Matthew again omits the fish in describing the picking up of a surplus. “A surplus” and “full hampers” (hampers being large baskets) emphasize an inexhaustibility of supply. The bread of the Lord’s Supper will never run out. There’ll be more than enough for everyone, so that all discipled nations may come and eat. The number of hampers corresponds to the twelve tribes of Israel and the twelve apostles. Thus the new people of God, represented by the Twelve, have a full supply of bread. In view of 16:9 the Twelve, exclusive of “the crowds,” picked up the surplus. 21And the husbands who were eating were about five thousand, besides wives and children. We expect “who’d eaten,” as in Mark 6:44, rather than “who were eating” (compare 15:38: “the ones eating”). The latter suggests the church’s ongoing eating of the Lord’s Supper because of the inexhaustible supply. To stress the current magnitude of the church as a gathering of Christian families on the model of the holy family in chapters 1–2, Matthew adds “besides wives and children.” That is, these five thousand families symbolize the later church at the Lord’s Table. Of course, you wouldn’t think that so many would leave a surplus so large out of only five loaves. But such is the overabundance of salvation as represented in this preview of the Lord’s Supper and, ultimately, of the messianic banquet.

UNDERSTANDING JESUS AS SAVING LORD AND GOD’S SON
 Matthew 14:22–36

 

Matthew presents the story of Jesus’ walking on the sea in a way that emphasizes the disciples’ understanding of Jesus as the saving Lord and God’s Son. The story includes a summary of his healings subsequent to walking on the sea.

14:22–23: And immediately he compelled the disciples [the Twelve] to get into the boat [that he’d used to go to the deserted place by himself (14:13)] and go ahead of him to the other side [of the Sea of Galilee] until he’d dismissed the crowds [implying that the disciples’ going ahead of him has its limit: he’ll rejoin them shortly]. Since Jesus went across the Sea of Galilee from Capernaum on the west side (see the comments on 14:13), the disciples are to go back there from the east side. “Compelled” implies that he exercised his authority on them against their will. Disciples want to stay with their master. “Immediately” stresses Jesus’ exercise of authority. 23And after dismissing the crowds he went up onto a mountain by himself to pray. As in 5:1, Jesus’ going up onto a mountain makes a parallel with Moses’ going up onto Mount Sinai. Since Moses acted as a lone intercessor on Mount Sinai (Exodus 32:31–32; 33:12–23; 34:8–9), “by himself to pray” adds to the portrayal of Jesus as the new and greater Moses. And when evening came, he was there alone. Thus Matthew reinforces the parallel between Jesus and Moses.

14:24–25: And the boat was already many stades distant from the land [one stade = just over 200 yards (192 meters)], being buffeted [literally, “tortured,” as though the boat were a person] by the waves. For the wind was contrary [to the boat’s direction].
25And in the fourth watch of the night [about 3:00 A.M.–6:00 A.M.] he [Jesus] came to them walking across the sea. The indefinitely long distance of the boat from land heightens the wonder of Jesus’ walking across the billowing sea. It might be thought that the contrary wind and the waves symbolize persecution of the church. But elsewhere in Matthew “buffeted/tortured” never occurs for persecution, it’s the boat rather than the disciples who are buffeted/tortured, and they aren’t said to be in any danger nor do they express any feeling of danger (contrast 8:25). So the point of this episode has to do with the disciples’ soon-to-be-expressed understanding of Jesus’ deity. For only deity can walk across the sea (Job 9:8; 38:16; Psalm 77:19), and Jesus is both “God with us” and God’s “beloved Son” (1:23; 2:15; 3:17 and so on).

14:26–27: And the disciples, on seeing him walking on the sea, were disconcerted, saying, “It’s an apparition [= ghost],” and screamed from fear.
27But Jesus immediately spoke to them, saying, “Take courage! I am! Stop being afraid.” The disciples’ disconcertedness and fear stem from nonrecognition of Jesus, not from failure to understand that as deity he could walk on the sea. So between his commands to take courage and stop being afraid, he identifies himself with “I am,” where we’d say, “It’s me” (compare John 9:9, for example). For Matthew’s Jewish Christian audience, though, “I am” also equates with the divine title, “I AM,” by which God identified himself to Moses in Exodus 3:14. The equation contributes to walking on the sea as a demonstration of deity. The immediacy with which Jesus speaks this encouraging self-identification underscores his deity, which makes him greater than Moses.

14:28–29: And answering him, Peter said, “Lord, if you’re [the one we see walking on the sea], command me to come to you across the waters [plural for a large body of water].” The address “Lord” shows Peter’s understanding of Jesus’ deity. “If” shows that Peter only wants to make sure it’s Jesus whom he and the other disciples see walking on the sea. And “command me to come to you on the waters” shows that Peter understands not only that Jesus, if it is Jesus, can walk on the sea but also that the waters will hold Peter up if Jesus commands him to come to him. 29And he [Jesus] said, “Come.” And on getting down from the boat [onto the waters], he walked across the waters and came toward Jesus. Peter is portrayed, then, as a typical disciple, one who seeks Jesus’ command and then obeys it. Here the obedience consists in walking across the waters as Jesus walks on the sea. Like master, like disciple. But whereas Matthew uses “on the sea” for Jesus’ walking, he uses “on the waters” for Peter’s walking, because the multiple “waters” connote a turbulent threat to Peter, a mere human being, whereas the single “sea” connotes a stable pavement for Jesus, the divine human being.

14:30–31: But on seeing the wind, he [Peter] got scared and, on beginning to sink down [into the waters], he screamed, saying, “Lord, save me!” Peter mistakenly turns his gaze from Jesus to the wind. Earlier, Matthew described the wind as “contrary” in relation to the boat’s direction. Now he mentions it in connection with Peter’s walking across the waters. Peter is threatened with being blown over, then, not with sinking. But he does start sinking out of fear of the wind and screams for Jesus to save him from drowning. And what he screams includes an understanding of Jesus’ deity in a second addressing of Jesus with “Lord.” 31And immediately on stretching out [his] hand, Jesus took hold of him [so that Peter stopped sinking] and says, “You of little faith, to what purpose did you doubt?” “Immediately” highlights that Jesus saved Peter in the nick of time. The present tense of “says” underlines Jesus’ addressing Peter as someone of little faith and asking him what purpose he had in doubting. The question is ironic in that Peter’s doubting had no purpose. At the same time Jesus defines as doubt Peter’s getting scared by looking at the strong wind. So little faith leaves room for doubt; and again it comes out that good understanding doesn’t guarantee great faith, and that great faith needs to supplement good understanding.

14:32–33: And when they’d gotten up into the boat, the wind died down.
33But the ones in the boat worshiped him, saying, “Truly you’re God’s Son.” The waves stirred up by the wind had buffeted the boat but not impeded Jesus, so that once he gets up into the boat with Peter the wind dies down. It can’t affect the boat any longer. “The ones in the boat” exclude Jesus and Peter. Twice Peter has addressed Jesus with “Lord.” So it remains only for the remaining eleven disciples to worship Jesus and confess him as God’s Son. “Truly” highlights both the disciples’ understanding of Jesus’ true identity and the truth of their confession, which belies the designation of Roman emperors as God’s sons. Worshiping Jesus—that is, bowing low before him—adds bodily confession to verbal confession so as to highlight even further the disciples’ true understanding.

14:34–36: And on crossing over [the Sea of Galilee], they came upon land, [that is,] to Gennesaret [a plain on the west side of the Sea of Galilee and south of Capernaum].
35And on recognizing him, the men of that place sent [word] into the whole of that surrounding [region]; and people brought to him all who were sick.
36And they [the sick] were imploring him that they might only touch a tassel of his outer garment. And as many as did touch [it] were brought safely through [their sickness to health]. Displaying understanding are the recognition of Jesus, the sending of word about his arrival in the vicinity, the bringing of sick people, and their imploring to touch a tassel of his outer garment. As in 9:20, the tassel portrays Jesus as conforming to the Mosaic law (see the comments on 9:20–21). “Only touch” deepens the understanding of Jesus’ miraculous power and displays great faith in it. Being brought safely through sickness to health shows the salvific effect of true understanding combined with great faith. “As many as” shows that, given the combination, this effect is a sure thing.

A GRANT OF UNDERSTANDING TO THE DISCIPLES CONCERNING TRUE DEFILEMENT
 Matthew 15:1–20

 

15:1–2: Then Pharisees and scholars come to Jesus from Jerusalem, saying,
2“Why are your disciples transgressing the tradition of the elders? For they don’t wash [their] hands whenever they eat bread.” Compare the comments on 12:38 for the combination of “Pharisees and scholars.” Their coming all the way from Jerusalem to Galilee (about ninety miles) shows a high degree of opposition to Jesus, implies a claim to authority on their part (especially given the centrality of Jerusalem to Judaism), and magnifies Jesus’ upcoming exposé of their ignorance. They don’t address Jesus respectfully (as with “Teacher,” for example), but brusquely ask a question that contains an accusation of his disciples, for whose behavior they hold him responsible. Matthew leaves it to be inferred that they observe Jesus’ disciples eating with unwashed hands, or at least that they’d heard of the disciples’ doing so. The omission of an observation or report intensifies the element of brusqueness. “The tradition of the elders,” rejected by Sadducees but highly esteemed by Pharisees, consisted in legal comments and case decisions made by past teachers of the Old Testament law. The hand-washing prescribed by the elders didn’t have to do with physical hygiene so much as with ritual purity (compare Exodus 30:17–21; Deuteronomy 21:6–7, which the elders extended to hand-washing before eating). The mention of bread links this episode with Jesus’ having recently fed five thousand families with five loaves of bread and may imply that the disciples have been eating with unwashed hands the leftovers of bread they’d picked up after that feeding (14:15–21).

15:3–6: And he, answering, said to them, “Why do even you transgress the commandment of God on account of your tradition?
4For
God
said, ‘Honor [your] father and mother [Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 5:16],’ and, ‘The one who badmouths [his] father or mother is to be terminated by death [Exodus 21:17; Leviticus 20:9].’
5But
you
say, ‘Whoever says to [his] father or mother, “Whatever of mine by which you’d be benefited [is] a gift [dedicated to God],”
6shall by no means honor his father.’ And you’ve nullified the word of God on account of your tradition.” Jesus answers with a counter question. In it, “even you transgress the commandment of God” shines an accusatory spotlight on the Pharisees and scholars as opposed to Jesus’ disciples. What he proceeds to say indicates that though his disciples do transgress the tradition of the elders, they don’t transgress the commandment of God. For the elders’ tradition and God’s commandment don’t equate with each other; rather, they’re opposed to each other. Jesus’ “Why?” and “transgress” echo the Pharisees’ and scholars’ “Why?” and “transgress.” “For” introduces a reason why the elders’ tradition opposes God’s commandment. The singular of “commandment” points to “Honor [your] father and mother,” combined with the prescribed capital penalty for verbally dishonoring either one of them. Though Moses relayed this commandment, Jesus cites God as its author to sharpen the opposition of the elders’ tradition to a scriptural command: “For God said” versus “But you say.” By using “you” instead of “the elders,” which we might have expected in an echo of the Pharisees’ and scholars’ question, Jesus brings out their adherence to the elders’ tradition rather than to God’s word. The elders said that if you declare something of yours is going to be offered as a gift to God—say, as a sacrifice at the temple in the case of your ox—nobody else can have it or use it in the meantime, not even your needy parents. And this tradition applies whether or not you ever make good on your declaration, or even intend to. According to Jesus, then, the declaration counts as badmouthing your parents. And whereas God said that a badmouther of his parents is to be executed, the Pharisees and scholars say the badmouther “shall by no means honor his father,” and thus with their own commandment “nullify the word of God on account of [their] tradition.” “The tradition of the elders” (15:2) becomes “your tradition” because the Pharisees have accepted the elders’ tradition as their own despite its nullification of God’s word. “Whoever” and “whatever” stress the comprehensiveness of this acceptance.

Jesus continues in 15:7–9: “Hypocrites, beautifully did Isaiah prophesy about you, saying,
8‘This people [“the Pharisees and scholars” of 15:1] honors me [the Lord is speaking through Isaiah] with lips, but their heart is far away from me.
9And they worship me faultily by teaching commandments of human beings [as though they were] teachings [of God] [Isaiah 29:13].’ ” “Beautifully” makes the introduction to a quotation from Isaiah drip with sarcasm. “Hypocrites” interprets the quotation in terms of pretense, the difference between religious talk and irreligious affections. This difference then transmutes into a substitution of humanly originated commandments (the elders’ tradition, which qualifies as honoring God with the lips) for divinely originated teachings (the Old Testament, inspired by God himself). As a result, worship based on the substitution is faulty.

15:10–11: And on summoning the crowd, he said to them, “Hear and understand [what you hear].
11What goes into the mouth doesn’t defile a human being. Rather, what comes out of the mouth—this defiles the human being.” The Pharisees and scholars got only a scathing rebuke (15:3–9). The crowd get a lesson in the understanding of defilement, because throughout Matthew the crowds—in particular the ones that follow Jesus around—stand for professing disciples (= learners). So Jesus teaches them. The command to hear recalls similar commands in 11:15; 13:9, 18, 43. Addition of the command to understand amounts to a command to be like the person sown on good soil in the parable of the sower, who “hears the word and understands [it]” (13:23 [contrast 13:13–15, 19])—in other words, a command to be a true rather than false disciple. “What goes into the mouth doesn’t defile a human being” shifts the topic from how to eat (whether or not with unwashed hands) to what to eat, but still deals with defilement and sounds at first like a downright abrogation of Old Testament dietary laws (Leviticus 11). But Jesus said he didn’t come to tear down the Law (5:17). So his added statement that “what comes out of the mouth—this defiles the human being” shows that rather than abrogating the dietary laws he’s escalating them into prohibitions of evil speech just as in 5:21–48 the series of statements, “You’ve heard that it was said to the ancients [+ a quotation or a paraphrase of the Old Testament] . . . but I tell you [+ Jesus’ interpretation],” didn’t abrogate the Law but escalated it to a new level. By pointing back to “what comes out of the mouth,” “this” puts emphasis on evil speech as what “defiles the human being.”

15:12–14: Then the disciples, on approaching [Jesus], say to him, “Do you know that the Pharisees, on hearing the word, were tripped up [= offended rather than informed by your statements]?”
13And he, answering, said, “Every plant that my heavenly Father didn’t plant will be uprooted.
14Leave them [the Pharisees]! They’re blind guides. And if a blind person is leading a blind person, both will fall into a pit.” The present tense of “says” accents the disciples’ asking whether Jesus knows the Pharisees took offense, that is, refused to accept Jesus’ teaching on defilement. The Pharisees “hear[d] the word” but didn’t understand it as the disciples did understand as well as hear it. The disciples’ question seems to show some fear of the Pharisees, though. So Jesus’ reply implies that it’s the Pharisees who ought to be afraid—of the Last Judgment. He doesn’t say he knows about the Pharisees’ having taken offense, but his answer implies he does. He compares the Pharisees to plants that his heavenly Father didn’t plant—rather like the tares that will be uprooted at the Last Judgment (13:24–30, 36–43), only the tares stood for false disciples whereas the plant-like Pharisees have never made a profession of discipleship. Their fates will be the same, though. Like the false disciples represented by satanically sowed tares, the Pharisees represented by plants not sowed by Jesus’ heavenly Father are to be abandoned. They’ll be judged not only for their own willful blindness to the truth but also for leading others, likewise blinded by the elders’ tradition, with themselves into the pit of eternal destruction (compare the willful blindness of false disciples in 13:13–15). “Leave them” to God’s judgment. Implied: you have better things to do, in particular, the discipling of all nations (28:18–20). “If a blind person is leading a blind person”—but of course that wouldn’t happen in real life. If it were to happen, though, it’s a certainty that “both will fall into a pit.” Such is the certainty of the Pharisees’ judgment. It would appear from Romans 2:19 that they or their elders claimed “leader of the blind” as an honorific title for themselves; and falling into a pit represents disaster also in Psalm 7:15; Proverbs 26:27; Isaiah 24:18; Jeremiah 48:44.

15:15–20: And answering, Peter said to him, “Interpret this parable for us” [compare 13:36].
16But he said, “Are you too without understanding still?
17You do comprehend, don’t you, that everything which goes into the mouth makes its way into the stomach and is thrust out into a toilet?” Implied answer: Of course you know that it does. 18“But the things that come out of the mouth issue from the heart [in the figurative sense of a person’s thinking as well as feeling, for ‘as a man thinks in his heart, so is he’], and those things defile the human being.” “Those things” puts them at a morally desirable distance. 19“For from the heart issue evil contrivances: [namely,] murders, adulteries, sexual immoralities, thefts, false testimonies, slanders.
20These are the things that defile a human being [all of them moral rather than ritual], but eating with unwashed hands doesn’t defile a human being.” “This parable” refers to Jesus’ puzzling statement about defilement (15:11). “You” is plural, referring to “the disciples” (mentioned in 15:12). In response to Peter’s request for an explanation, Jesus asks whether as true disciples Peter and the others are still without understanding as are false disciples, who made up the rest of “the crowd” (15:10). Then Jesus answers his first question with another question that implies these disciples do have some understanding of his statement on defilement. “What goes into the mouth doesn’t defile a human being” (15:11a) is plain speech by Jesus, which he now rewords as something true disciples understand: “everything which goes into the mouth makes its way into the stomach and is thrust out into a toilet.” Since true disciples get further understanding of parables on top of their understanding of Jesus’ plain speech (13:12), he adds an explanation of the rest of his parable on defilement: “But the things that come out of the mouth . . . defile the human being,” as emphasized by the broken grammatical construction in which “those things” resume “the things that come out of the mouth.” They issue from the heart and consist in various evil contrivances. In 15:4 Jesus cited “Honor [your] father and mother” from the Ten Commandments; so he now proceeds in order down those commandments to murders, adulteries (to which he adds sexual immoralities in general), thefts, and false testimonies (to which he adds the related slanders). Because coveting stays within the heart, he stops short of listing it. The evil contrivances from murders through thefts issue from the heart but don’t come out of the mouth. False testimonies and slanders do come out of the mouth, though, so that the list circles back to defilement consisting in evil speech. The lack of “and” before the last-listed evil (“slanders”) suggests, however, that the list is open-ended. Further evils could be added; but they too would issue from the heart, and perhaps come out of the mouth as well. “But eating with unwashed hands doesn’t defile a human being” returns to the original issue (15:2) with a denial that keeps all the emphasis on moral defilement and erases the elders’ tradition.

A GENTILE’S UNDERSTANDING OF JESUS AS LORD AND SON OF DAVID
 Matthew 15:21–28

 

15:21–22: And on going out from there [Gennesaret (14:34)], Jesus withdrew into the districts of Tyre and Sidon [heathen cities on the Mediterranean coast north of Galilee]. The antagonism of the Pharisees and scholars from Jerusalem (15:1–2) prompts Jesus to withdraw, much as he told his disciples to flee persecution (10:23). But it’s also appropriate for him to withdraw into Gentile districts after transmuting Jewish dietary taboos, foreign to Gentiles, into moral taboos, applicable to them as well as to Jews. And just as the flight of disciples leads to further evangelization, so too does Jesus’ withdrawal lead to evangelization—and of a Gentile at that (compare 28:18–20). 22And behold, a Canaanite woman from those borders [bounding “the districts of Tyre and Sidon”], having come out [presumably from her home], started yelling, saying, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son [= descendant] of David! My daughter is severely demon-possessed!” “Behold” stresses that the woman was a Gentile, called a “Canaanite” to conform to Old Testament terminology. At least for Matthew and his audience the woman’s plea for mercy amounts to a confession of Jesus as divine “Lord” and messianic “Son of David.” The addressing of Jesus with “Son of David” anticipates the limitation of his ministry to Israel (15:24, 26) and indicates the woman’s understanding of that limitation. That is, she shows her recognition that he came to Israel as the Davidic Messiah. But her prefixing of “Lord” shows that she also hopes to win from Jesus an exceptional benefit in view of his universal dominion. She seeks mercy for herself (“Have mercy on
me”), because her daughter’s demon-possession pains her motherly heart. “Severely demon-possessed” emphasizes the Gentiles’ need of salvation in that the daughter’s case represents the case of all heathen. And “started yelling” implies a repetition that prepares for the disciples’ annoyance.

15:23–24: But he answered her not a word. And on approaching, his disciples were requesting him, saying, “Dismiss her, because she’s yelling behind us.” Jesus’ refusal to say even a single word in answer to the woman will play up her faith, which is about to be featured. So too will the disciples’ request that he dismiss her (without granting her plea [compare 14:15]). “Approaching [Jesus]” implies that his disciples were following him at a little distance, as disciples should do, and had to catch up for the making of their request. “Because she’s yelling behind us” implies that the woman, yelling all the while, is coming up from behind the disciples. To make Jesus hear her from a longer distance, then, she has had to yell. 24And he, answering [the disciples, not the woman, for they’ve just spoken to Jesus and she hasn’t yet come close to him], said, “I’ve not been sent except [= ‘I’ve been sent only . . .’] to the lost sheep of Israel’s household [compare Jeremiah 50:6].” Jesus’ answer harmonizes with the disciples’ request that he dismiss the woman unsatisfied. So her faith faces the obstacles of his silence, the disciples’ annoyance, and the limitation of his mission to the masses of needy Jews (compare 10:5–6 with comments). But recollection of the exception made for a Gentile centurion in 8:5–13 gives Matthew’s audience an inkling that a turnaround is presently in the offing.

15:25–26: And she, on coming, started worshiping him [= bowing to the ground repeatedly before him], saying, “Lord, help me!” The woman has caught up to Jesus. Whatever she meant historically speaking, for Matthew’s audience she’s portrayed as a worshiper of Jesus as her divine Lord. The repetition of her obeisance underscores the portrayal. Now that Jesus has agreed with his disciples that as a Gentile she shouldn’t be granted her request, she drops the earlier, Jewishly limited address, “Son of David,” and uses only the universally oriented address, “Lord.” Lordship implies ability. So absent “Son of David,” “help me!” replaces the earlier “have mercy on me!” 26But he, answering, said, “It isn’t good [in the sense of fitting] to take the children’s bread and throw [it] to the little dogs.” “The children” stand for Jews, called in 15:24 “the lost sheep of Israel’s household.” The “bread” stands for the benefits of Jesus’ messianic ministry. “The little dogs” stand for Gentiles. And the inappropriateness of taking the children’s bread and throwing it to the little dogs stands for the inappropriateness of Jesus’ extending his mission to Gentiles. Though Jews commonly used “dogs” as an epithet for Gentiles, here we have puppies (“little dogs”) as opposed to the street-roaming scavengers referred to in the epithet. (Except for tethered watchdogs, full-grown dogs weren’t kept in ancient Middle Eastern homes.) The inappropriate throwing of bread to the puppies implies a setting around the dinner table, an implication the woman is about to pick up. Jesus isn’t snubbing the Gentile woman, then, so much as he’s reflecting the divinely ordained limitation of his mission to Jews. But the woman could well take his answer as a snub.

15:27–28: But she said, “Yes, Lord [her third recognition of Jesus’ lordship!], for even the little dogs eat from the crumbs falling from their masters’ table.” “Yes” states her agreement with the limitation of Jesus’ mission to Jews. “For” introduces a basis for him to heal her daughter despite that limitation, though. It’s that such a healing would count as only a crumb that accidentally falls from the table rather than as a loaf of bread deliberately thrown to the puppies. A falling crumb doesn’t upset the task of feeding the children. Behind “their masters’ ” is the same word otherwise translated “Lord,” so that the woman portrays Jesus as the Lord/Master of Gentiles, like her, and as the Lord of the Lord’s Table (compare 1 Corinthians 10:21 and Matthew’s eucharistic interpretation of Jesus’ feeding of five thousand families [14:13–21]). 28Then answering, Jesus told her, “O woman, great [is] your faith! It’s to happen for you as you wish!” And her daughter was healed from that hour. “Then answering” indicates a quick response due to the woman’s expression of great faith. “O woman” turns Jesus’ observation of her great faith into an exclamation; and by recalling Matthew’s phrase, “a Canaanite woman,” “O woman” notes the presence of such faith in a Gentile (compare 8:10, 13). Her “great . . . faith” contrasts with Peter’s and the disciples’ “little faith” (14:31; 16:8) and with the “unfaith” of Jesus’ fellow townspeople in Nazareth (13:58). In a tribute to the greatness of her faith, the healing of her daughter took place without Jesus’ having to go and speak a word of exorcism. “From that hour” makes a similar tribute. And the healing means relief from the physical effects of demon-possession. All this because of faith based on a Gentile’s understanding of Jesus as both Lord and Son of David. With 8:5–13, it’s looking better and better for the salvation of Gentiles as well as Jews (compare 24:14; 28:18–20).

UNDERSTANDING JESUS’ WILL TO HEAL AND FEED THE GENTILES
 Matthew 15:29–38

 

This passage expands the theme of Jesus’ ministry to the Gentiles, a theme begun in 8:5–13 and revived in 15:21–28. And Matthew portrays the disciples—at least the true ones—as understanding Jesus’ will to minister to Gentiles as well as Jews.

15:29–31: And on moving away from there [the districts of Tyre and Sidon (15:21)], Jesus went to the side of the Sea of Galilee. And on going up onto a mountain, he was sitting there.
30And many crowds approached him, having with themselves lame people, blind people, crippled people, deaf-mutes, and many others. And they threw them at his feet; and he healed them,
31so that the crowd marveled as they saw deaf-mutes speaking, crippled people healthy, and lame people walking around and blind people seeing [compare Isaiah 29:18–19; 35:5–6]. And they glorified the God of Israel. Jesus’ going up onto a mountain and taking the seated posture of a teacher revives the portrayal of him as a new and greater Moses (see 5:1 with comments). The revival is remarkable in that Jesus doesn’t proceed to teach the Law, as would be expected, but heals many people with a variety of maladies. Who are the crowds that throw them at his feet? “Many crowds” have stood for professing disciples before (4:25–5:1; 8:1; 13:2). As buttressed by their glorifying God, they do so here too—with a particularly strong indication that they’re Gentiles and therefore point forward to the masses of Gentiles who’ve flocked into the church by the time of Matthew’s writing. “And they glorified the God of Israel”—by itself this phraseology could mean that Jews glorified their own God (Psalm 41:13; 106:48; Luke 1:68; Acts 13:17). But in the preceding passage at 15:24 as well as earlier in 10:5–6, the related phrase “the household of Israel” stands in opposition to Gentiles, so that in Matthew’s context it’s Gentiles who “glorified the God of Israel” (and compare Matthew’s present reference to “the Sea of Galilee” with his use in 4:12–16 of Isaiah 9:1–2 to describe Galilee as “of the Gentiles [or ‘nations’]” in connection with “the road of the sea”). Once the “many crowds” (plural) have clustered in one place, where Jesus is, they become “the crowd” (singular), as in 13:2. Their throwing the afflicted “at his feet” indicates a vigorous recognition of Jesus’ lordship (see 5:35; 22:44; 28:9 for a position at the feet as implying someone’s lordship). The many and various healings Jesus performed exhibit his marvelous mercy extended toward Gentiles.

15:32–33: And on summoning his disciples, Jesus said, “I feel sorry for the crowd, because they’re staying with me—already three days!—and don’t have anything to eat. And I don’t want to dismiss them hungry, lest they faint on the way [to their homes].” Now Jesus expresses mercy for the crowd in addition to having mercifully healed their afflicted. Along with mercy, though, his authority comes out in a summoning of the disciples and in an implication that even though the crowd has stayed with him three days already and have no food, they can’t leave unless he dismisses them. 33And the disciples say to him, “From where in the wilderness do we have [= get] so many loaves of bread as to sate [= fill to satisfaction] such a large crowd?” The disciples ask where to get a supply of food, but they do understand their responsibility to get it so that the crowd can eat to the full. Jesus doesn’t even have to tell them. They’ve learned from 14:16, 19. The present tense in “the disciples say” stresses that their understanding of the responsibility indicates true discipleship (13:10–12, 19, 23, 51–52). This responsibility symbolizes their responsibility to disciple all nations (28:18–20). “Such a large crowd” points forward again to the masses of Gentiles who were to come into the church.

15:34–38: And Jesus says to them, “How many loaves do you have?” And they said, “Seven, and a few small fish.” The present tense in “Jesus says” corresponds to the present tense in the disciples’ question and accordingly stresses his recognition of their understanding the responsibility they have to feed the crowd. For the rest, see the comments on Mark 8:4–5. 35And on directing the crowd to recline on the ground,
36he took the seven loaves and the fish and, on giving thanks, he broke [them in pieces] and started giving [them] to the disciples, and the disciples to the crowds.
37And all ate and were sated [filled to satisfaction]. And they picked up a surplus of the broken pieces, seven baskets full.
38And the ones eating were four thousand husbands besides wives and children. Jesus’ authority comes out again in his directing the crowd to recline. “Giving thanks” presages the same at the institution of the Lord’s Supper (26:27). Matthew reverts to the plural, “crowds” (see 15:36 with 15:30), after several occurrences of the singular, “crowd” (15:31–33, 35), to reemphasize the large number of people. For the reclining, the breaking in pieces, the disciples’ giving to the people, the sating of all, the surplus of broken pieces, and the families of husbands, wives, and children, see the comments on 14:19–21. These repetitions have the point of bringing Gentiles as well as Jews into a preview of the Lord’s Supper. Differences in numbers and hampers versus baskets distinguish the two events from each other. Since the number seven often denotes completion (as in the six days of creation and a seventh of rest, for example), “seven baskets full” symbolizes a full complement; and the number “four” in “four thousand” symbolizes the coming conversion of multitudes, including Gentiles, “from the four winds” from which the angels of the Son of Man will gather his elect (better, “his selected ones”) at the second coming (24:31 [compare Revelation 7:1]).

FAILURE TO UNDERSTAND THE SIGNS OF THE TIMES
 Matthew 15:39–16:4

 

15:39–16:1: And on dismissing the crowds, he [Jesus] got into a boat and went into the borders of Magadan [location uncertain]. The plural of “the crowds” accents their standing for the large, mixed body of the church in Matthew’s time. Jesus goes by boat alone again (compare 14:13a and the comments on 16:5 for the disciples’ catching up with him). 1And on approaching [him], the Pharisees and Sadducees, testing [him], asked him to show them a sign from heaven. Thus Jesus has the same opponents that John the baptizer had (3:7), so that the parallel between these two is extended. By testing Jesus, the Pharisees and Sadducees play a devilish role; for “testing” equates with “tempting.” They go back to the same Greek word that Matthew used for the Devil’s tempting Jesus (4:1, 3). And the Greek verb underlying “asked” connotes insistence. That is, the Pharisees and Sadducees insist on Jesus’ showing them “a sign from heaven,” which means some heavenly display not subject to interpretation as satanically aided (see the comments on Mark 8:11).

16:2–4: And he, answering, told them, “When evening has come, you say, ‘Fair weather, for the sky is fiery [= red]’;
3and in the morning [you say,] ‘Today a storm, for the sky is fiery [= red], glowering [and therefore ominous].’ On the one hand you know [how] to discern the face of the sky [that is, to distinguish between what a red sky portends in the evening and what it portends in the morning]. On the other hand you can’t [discern] the signs of the times.
4An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign, and a sign won’t be given to it except for the sign of Jonah.” And abandoning them, he went away. Jesus starts with evening because Jews counted a day as starting at sunset, and he excoriates the Pharisees and Sadducees for being adept at meteorology but clueless at eschatology. They’re so ignorant of the end times that they don’t recognize the coming of God’s reign in the words and deeds of Jesus (= “the signs of the times” [compare 11:2–6; 12:28]). We expect the plural “signs,” but not the plural “times.” The latter matches the different kinds of weather in the preceding analogy, however; and the word for “times” connotes suitability. So the times are suitable to Jesus’ messianic words and deeds. “The signs of the times” refers to those already provided by Jesus in his words and deeds but attributed to satanic power by his enemies, whereas the only sign of the irrefutable sort demanded by them is yet to come. It’ll be his staying in the realm of the dead for only three days and three nights (see 12:40 with comments). “Abandoning them” connotes giving up on the Pharisees and Sadducees. As “an evil and adulterous generation” (for which see the comments on 12:39), they’re doomed to damnation.

THE DISCIPLES’ GAINING UNDERSTANDING CONCERNING THE EVIL TEACHING OF THE PHARISEES AND SADDUCEES
 Matthew 16:5–12

 

16:5–12: And the disciples, on coming to the other side, had forgotten to take loaves of bread. After feeding four thousand families, Jesus alone got in a boat and went into the borders of Magadan (15:39). Now the disciples catch up with him, apparently on foot overland. “To the other side” means the west side of the Sea of Galilee, opposite the east side, where Jesus fed the four thousand families. The loaves of bread that the disciples had forgotten to take probably consisted of leftovers from the feeding (15:37 [see 14:19 for “loaves” in the form of broken fragments]). 6And Jesus said to them, “Look out for and take precaution against the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” Jesus’ exhortation to wariness contrasts with the disciples’ forgetfulness. See the comments on 13:33 for leaven as a symbol of pervasive evil. 7But they [the disciples] were reasoning among themselves, saying, “We didn’t take loaves of bread.” Whereas Jesus is concerned to warn the disciples against the Pharisees’ and Sadducees’ leaven, the disciples are concerned over their having forgotten to take bread with them and reason that his mention of leaven pointed to their forgetfulness. It’s as though they missed the note of warning in his statement. So he addresses their concern over lack of bread: 8And on coming to know [what they were reasoning among themselves], Jesus said, “Why are you reasoning among yourselves, [men] of little faith, that you don’t have loaves of bread?
9Don’t you yet comprehend or remember the five loaves of the five thousand and how many hampers [of leftovers] you took?
10Nor the seven loaves of the four thousand and how many baskets [of leftovers] you took?
11How is it that you don’t comprehend that I didn’t speak to you about loaves of bread? But take precaution against the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” Jesus attributes the disciples’ incomprehension and forgetfulness to “little faith,” which he corrects by reminding them of how many were fed with how little, yet with leftovers far exceeding the original amounts—and this on two occasions. The “not yet” of his question implies that the deficiency in their comprehension will be eliminated. And it is, for despite the absence of an explanation of what he meant by “the leaven,” Jesus’ denial that “leaven” had to do with “loaves of bread” and the repetition of his warning enlighten them: 12Then they understood that he hadn’t said to take precaution against the leaven of loaves of bread—rather, against the Pharisees’ and Sadducees’ teaching. So they’d thought that he warned them against literal leaven in the bread they’d forgotten to take. Now it strikes them that “of the Pharisees and Sadducees” made “leaven” a figure of speech for the Pharisees’ and Sadducees’ pernicious teaching (for which see 15:1–11; 22:23–33 and large parts of chapter 23). As true disciples, they understand.

UNDERSTANDING THE SON OF MAN TO BE THE CHRIST AND GOD’S SON
 Matthew 16:13–20

 

16:13–16: And on coming into the districts of Philip’s Caesarea [a city located about twenty-five miles north of the Sea of Galilee, enlarged and renamed by the tetrarch Herod Philip, a son of Herod the Great, in honor of Caesar Augustus and himself, and distinguished from Caesarea on the Mediterranean coast and to the south], Jesus was asking his disciples, saying, “Who do men say the Son of Man is?” There’s a wordplay between “men” and “the Son of Man.” 14And they said, “On the one hand, some [say,] ‘John the baptizer.’ On the other hand, others [say,] ‘Elijah.’ But different ones [say,] ‘Jeremiah’ or ‘one of the prophets.’ ” As usual, Jesus uses “the Son of Man” in reference to himself. By using it here he prepares for an equation of himself as the Son of Man with “the Christ, the Son of the living God” (16:16) and for his suffering, getting killed, and being raised in all three of these capacities. That is to say, by divine necessity as indicated in the Old Testament he’ll suffer, get killed, and be raised as the Son of Man, as the Christ, and as God’s Son. 15He says to them, “But who do you [plural] say I am?” The present tense of “says” heightens tension over the disciples’ understanding or misunderstanding of Jesus’ identity, and “I” identifies Jesus as “the Son of Man” in his earlier question. 16And answering, Simon Peter said, “You’re the Christ, the Son of the living God [compare 26:63].” Matthew prefixes “Simon” to “Peter” in preparation for Jesus’ upcoming use of “Simon.” The addition of “the Son of the living God” to “the Christ” echoes the worshipful confession of the disciples (on whose behalf Peter is presently speaking) in 14:33, “Truly you’re God’s Son,” and anticipates Jesus’ upcoming statement that his Father in heaven has revealed Jesus’ christhood and divine sonship to Simon (compare 11:25–27). Though “son of God” might connote no more than a purely human messiah adopted by God as his vicegerent, the title “Immanuel . . . God [is] with us” (1:23), the whole account of Jesus’ virginal conception and birth (1:18–25), and the sandwiching of Jesus as “the Son” between “the Father” and “the Holy Spirit” in a baptismal formula (28:19) demand the stronger connotation of deity. The description of God as “living” echoes Old Testament language (see Hosea 1:10, for example), prepares for Jesus’ assurance that the gates of Hades—that is, death—won’t overpower the church (16:18), and distinguishes God from the false gods worshiped by Gentiles, whose conversion Jesus will commission his original disciples to seek (28:19).

Since Peter has told Jesus who Jesus is, Jesus now tells Peter who, or what, Peter is. 16:17–18: And answering, Jesus told him, “You’re fortunate, Simon Barjona, in that flesh and blood didn’t reveal [my identity] to you; rather, my Father in heaven [revealed it to you].
18And I tell you that you’re Peter [which means ‘a loose stone’], and on this bedrock I’ll build my church, and the gates of Hades won’t overpower it [‘my church’].” “Bar-” is Aramaic for “son.” So “Simon Barjona” means “Simon son of Jonah.” But according to John 1:42; 21:15–17, Simon was “the son of John”; and though they’re similar to each other, “Jonah” differs from “John.” Here, then, Jesus is calling Simon “the son of Jonah” in the way the Old Testament spoke about “the sons of the prophets,” that is, those apprenticed to prophets and destined to become prophets themselves (see 2 Kings 2, for example). Jesus associates Simon with the prophet Jonah, whom Jesus recently referenced in “the sign of Jonah the prophet” (12:39–40; 16:4). That sign had to do with Jesus’ spending only three days and three nights in the realm of the dead—hence, by implication, with his death and resurrection. To call Simon “the son of Jonah” is therefore to predict his death by martyrdom and a following resurrection to eternal life. Thus we’re led from “the sign of Jonah” through “the son of Jonah” to the inability of “the gates of Hades”—death, especially death by martyrdom—to overpower the church, and finally in 16:21–28 to the necessities that Jesus suffer, get killed, and be raised and that his disciples take up their crosses and lose their lives in order to gain them.

“Flesh and blood” connotes human frailty and inadequacy (compare 1 Corinthians 15:50; Galatians 1:16; Ephesians 6:12; Hebrews 2:14) and contrasts in these respects with Jesus’ “Father in heaven.” “I tell you” lends certainty to the further part of Jesus’ statement. Actually, “you’re Peter” could equally well be translated with “you’re a [loose] stone” (petros in Greek). Obviously, a loose stone is unsuitable for the foundation of a building; but “bedrock” (petra in Greek) is suitable for such a foundation. “Cephas,” the Aramaic word corresponding to “Peter” that appears elsewhere in the New Testament (John 1:42, for example), doesn’t make the distinction between a loose stone and bedrock. But Matthew is writing in Greek. So the distinction between Peter as a loose stone, on the one hand, and bedrock, on the other hand, means that he isn’t the bedrock on which Jesus will build his church. Besides, for Peter/petros or Cephas as the bedrock that forms the church’s foundation, we’d expect “on you I’ll build my church.” What then is “this bedrock” as distinguished from Peter, the loose stone? It’s the words of Jesus, his teaching. For in 7:24 he said, “Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house on bedrock.” The image of building is the same as here. “These words of mine” define the “bedrock” on which building takes place, and “this bedrock” on which Jesus will build his church corresponds to “these words of mine” in 7:24. Furthermore, the identification of “this bedrock” with Jesus’ words suits Matthew’s overall portrayal of Jesus as a teacher (see especially 23:8). Peter isn’t the church’s foundation, then. To the extent he’s an obedient disciple, along with all other such disciples he’s part of the superstructure of the church, no longer a loose stone but one stone among many others fitted together to make a building that Jesus calls his church. It might be objected that 16:18 is too distant from 7:24 for “this bedrock” to recall the “bedrock” of “these my words” in 7:24. But a book like Matthew’s Gospel was meant to be read orally long stretches at a time, even as a whole; and it takes only forty minutes or less to read aloud from 7:24 to 16:18. So an audience might easily be expected to understand 16:18 in the light of 7:24.

“My church” corresponds to “his selected ones,” “his [the Son of Man’s] kingdom,” “his throne,” “his glory,” and “his angels” (13:41; 16:27–28; 24:31; 25:31; contrast “their synagogues” in 4:23; 9:35; 10:17; 12:9; 13:54 and “your synagogues” in 23:34). “Church” refers to the new people of God, Jesus’ disciples; and the metaphor of building a people occurs also in Jeremiah 18:9; 24:6; 31:4; 42:10; 1 Corinthians 3:9; Ephesians 2:19–22; 1 Peter 2:5. “The gates of Hades” echoes Isaiah 38:10, where the expression stands for death (compare “the gates of death” in Job 38:17; Psalms 9:13; 107:18). The figure of a foundation resistant to flood and storm from the underworld appears in Isaiah 28:15–18. Persecution to the death won’t threaten the bedrock of Jesus’ words, but it will threaten the church he’ll build on them. Nevertheless, such persecution won’t overpower his church; and a resurrection like that of Jesus awaits the martyrs as well as all other true disciples.

The alluding of “this bedrock” to “these words of mine” leads to a portrayal of Peter as a Christian scholar (for which see 13:52) who uses keys—that is, Jesus’ words—to bind and loosen things—that is, to prohibit and promote various kinds of behavior on the part of those who make up Jesus’ church (compare the association of binding and loosing with church discipline in 18:15–18, and see 5:19 for loosening as a figure of speech for allowing [though in that case for allowing a commandment to be broken]). 16:19: “I’ll give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven [compare Isaiah 22:22]; and whatever you bind on earth will have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loosen on earth will have been loosened in heaven.” Keys are used for locking and unlocking, and in 23:13 Jesus will excoriate the scholars and Pharisees for locking the kingdom of heaven with their teaching so as neither to enter it themselves nor to allow others to enter it. As a Christian scholar, Peter is to use the keys of Jesus’ words to prohibit the kind of behavior that falsifies discipleship and blocks entrance into the kingdom, and to promote the kind of behavior that verifies discipleship and gains entrance into the kingdom. “Will have been bound in heaven” and “will have been loosened in heaven” indicate that Peter’s binding and loosening will have already been determined in heaven. In other words, Peter will have already received direction for this activity. It will consist in Jesus’ words, already spoken and derived from heaven. But other disciples too have heard them. Every true disciple is a scholar according to 13:51–52 (see also the comments on 8:19). And in 18:18 Jesus will give all disciples the authority to bind and loosen in accordance with what has been bound and loosened in heaven. So Peter is only representative. He shares this authority with all other true disciples (compare the prohibition in 23:8–11 of calling any fellow disciple “Rabbi,” “Father,” or “Tutor”). All in all, then, Peter represents every disciple in confessing Jesus as the Christ and Son of the living God, in having received the revelation of Jesus’ identity from the Father in heaven, in making up the church built on the bedrock of Jesus’ words, in facing the threat of martyrdom with an assurance of resurrection, and in having been commissioned by Jesus as a scholar who teaches the discipled nations “to keep all the things, as many as they are, that [Jesus] has commanded [them]” (28:19–20a). The final accent in this passage now falls on the disciples’ understanding Jesus to be the Christ and on the need to keep this information from everybody else, including false disciples who—because they haven’t yielded fruit in keeping with true discipleship—don’t deserve to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven (13:10–15). 16:20: Then he ordered the disciples that they tell no one, “He’s the Christ.”

UNDERSTANDING JESUS’ LORDSHIP FOR THE SUFFERING OF PERSECUTION
 Matthew 16:21–28

 

16:21: From then on Jesus began showing his disciples that he must go away [from Galilee] into Jerusalem and suffer severely from the elders and chief priests and scholars and be killed and raised on the third day. Just as in 4:17 “From then on Jesus began . . .” introduced Jesus’ public proclamations of the kingdom in Galilee, here the same phraseology introduces private predictions of his passion and resurrection in Jerusalem. “Must” points to God-willed necessity as foretold in the Old Testament, so that Matthew will pepper his account of Jesus’ passion and resurrection with quotations of fulfilled Old Testament passages. “Go away [from Galilee]” strikes a contrast with Jesus’ having withdrawn “into Galilee” (4:12). “Into Jerusalem” pinpoints the location of Jesus’ passion and resurrection and anticipates 20:17–19. “Suffer severely” prepares for “be killed.” “From the elders and chief priest and scholars” identifies Jesus’ persecutors as those who make up the three factions of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish Supreme Court (see the comments on 2:4–6; 15:2). Against Jesus they’ll present a united front. “On the third day” refers to Easter and counts Good Friday and the intervening Saturday as the first and second days. So Jesus adds his own prediction to those in the Old Testament. Almost certainly the Jews of Jesus’ time didn’t think that the Christ would have to suffer (compare 16:22–23; 17:23; Mark 9:31–32).

16:22–23: And on taking him aside, Peter started reprimanding him, saying, “[God will be] merciful to you, Lord! By no means will you have this [as your fate]!” “On taking him aside” means that Peter came up beside Jesus to take him apart for a private conversation. He doesn’t want to shame Jesus before the other disciples. Peter’s reprimand takes the form of a prediction that contradicts Jesus’ foregoing prediction. But it contains an addressing of Jesus as “Lord” and arises, though incorrectly, out of Peter’s correct understanding of him as “the Christ, the Son of the living God” (16:16). In particular and because of an assumption that God’s Son (in the strict sense meant throughout Matthew) would share with his Father uninterruptably eternal life, “the Son of the living God” seems to exclude Jesus’ being killed. Or so Peter thinks. 23But he [Jesus], on turning, said to Peter, “Go behind me, Satan. You’re a snare to me, because you’re not thinking the things of God; rather, [you’re thinking] the things of human beings.” Jesus turns to address Peter, who is standing beside him, and tells him to go back behind him, where disciples are supposed to be, following their teacher. Calling Peter “Satan” means that Satan is using him in an attempt to snare Jesus into refusing to fulfill God’s scripturally revealed will that he suffer, get killed, and be raised. Hovering in the background is the danger that false disciples in the church will snare fellow disciples into refusing to take the path of possible martyrdom. “The things of God” are the items of his scripturally revealed will. “The things of human beings” are the items of mistaken human expectation concerning the Christ (compare the comments on Mark 8:33).

16:24–26: Then Jesus said to his disciples, “If anyone wants to come behind me, he has to disown himself and pick up his cross and follow me.” Jesus is describing the nature of true discipleship, not its preconditions such as repentance and faith. So the sayings in these verses augment the disciples’ understanding (compare 13:11–12) and thereby counteract Peter’s failure to think the things of God (16:23). “Then” establishes a connection between these sayings and Peter’s failure. For coming behind Jesus, self-disowning, picking up one’s cross, and following Jesus, see the comments on Mark 8:34. 25“For whoever wants to save his life will lose it. But whoever loses his life on account of me will find it [compare 10:38–39].
26For in what way will a person be profited if he gains the whole world but forfeits his life? Or what will a person give as an exchange for his life?” The string of future verbs—“will lose,” “will find,” “will be profited,” and “will . . . give”—points ahead to the Last Judgment. For the rest, see the comments on Mark 8:35–37.

Now Jesus connects the Last Judgment, just alluded to in 16:25–26, with his second coming as the Son of Man. 16:27: “For the Son of Man is going to come in the glory of his Father with his [the Son of Man’s] angels, and then ‘he’ll give back to each [person] in accordance with his [that person’s] behavior [Psalm 62:12; Proverbs 24:12].’ ” This is the third successive time a saying of Jesus has begun with “For.” The first saying (16:25) gave a reason for cross-bearing. The reason was that you lose eternal life by saving your present life, but find eternal life by losing your present life for Jesus’ sake. The second saying (16:26) explained why the paradox in the first saying holds true: even gaining the whole world won’t save your eternal life at the Last Judgment. And now the third saying (16:27) provides the reason for the second saying. It’s that the Son of Man will come and repay each person according to his behavior, not according to his possessions (for Jesus the Son of Man as the final judge, see also 7:21–23; 13:41–43; 25:31–46). The conjunction of “the Son of Man” with “his Father” implies that the Son of Man is also the Son of God. His glory will be no less than that of God his Father because it’ll be his Father’s glory. As in 13:41, he claims the angels as his own. “Each [person]” indicates he’ll judge all humankind individual by individual, and “in accordance with his [that individual’s] behavior” points to behavior consistent or inconsistent with true discipleship as the criterion of judgment. Salvation occurs by grace through faith, but the truth or falsity of faith comes out in behavior.

16:28: “Amen I tell you that there are some of those
standing here who as such [that is, as standing here] will by no means taste death [a figure of speech for dying] until they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom [compare 10:23; 19:28; 24:30; 25:31].” “Amen I tell you” stresses the truth of this prediction. As Jesus has just claimed the angels as his own, so he now claims the kingdom as his own. “Coming in his kingdom” corresponds to “com[ing] in the glory of his Father” in 16:27 and indicates that his “giv[ing] back to each [person] in accordance with his behavior,” also in 16:27, has to do with entrance or nonentrance into his kingdom. “Some [people] standing here” implies that others standing there won’t see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom. But the emphasis falls on the some who will.

UNDERSTANDING JESUS AS THE NEW AND GREATER MOSES
 Matthew 17:1–8

 

17:1–3: And after six days Jesus takes along Peter and James and John his brother [that is, the brother of James], and he takes them up onto a high mountain by themselves.
2And he was transfigured in their presence, and his face shone as the sun [shines], and his clothes became white as the light.
3And behold, there appeared to them [that is, to Peter, James, and John] Moses and Elijah, speaking with him [Jesus]. “After six days” ties this transfiguration of Jesus to the prediction in 16:28 that some standing there wouldn’t taste death till they saw the Son of Man coming in his kingdom, so that the transfiguration fulfills the prediction; and Peter, James, and John qualify as the predicted “some.” “By themselves” and the present tense in “takes along” and “takes . . . up” underscore their qualifying. The shining of Jesus’ face as the sun shines and his clothes’ becoming white as the light correspond to his prediction in 16:27 that he’d come in his Father’s glory. But the prediction in 16:28 included “coming in his kingdom” and connected with his predicting in 16:27 that he’d come not only in his Father’s glory but also “with his angels” and with the outcome of judging everybody—features absent from the transfiguration. So the transfiguration marks only a preview and partial fulfillment of the second coming.

But more is at work in this account. Matthew’s repeated paralleling of Jesus with Moses justifies that he presents the “high mountain” as a new Sinai, and that he presents Jesus’ going up onto it after six days as a parallel to Moses’ going up onto Sinai after six days, that is, on the seventh (Exodus 24:16). Both times a cloud of divine glory (yet to be mentioned here) covered the mountain. In Moses’ immediately preceding ascent up Sinai, he took Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, plus seventy elders of Israel, who saw God there (Exodus 24:9–11). The seventy elders don’t interest Matthew; but the three men Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu probably reminded him of the trio Peter, James, and John. And Joshua, whose name is the Hebrew form of “Jesus” and who succeeded Moses in leadership later on, accompanied Moses up Mount Sinai (Exodus 24:13). The addition of “his brother” to “John” both distinguishes this John from John the baptizer and reminds us that Jesus’ disciples form a brotherhood (see the comments on 1:2, 11; 4:18, 21; 5:21–24 and so on). The shining of Jesus’ face like the sun echoes the shining forth of the righteous like the sun (13:43), but the addition of “face” to Jesus’ shining makes an allusion to the shining of Moses’ face as a result of his meeting with God on Mount Sinai (Exodus 34:29–35; compare 2 Corinthians 3:7–18). With “white as the light” in regard to Jesus’ clothes, compare the shining light of the disciples’ good deeds (5:14–16). “Behold” highlights the appearance of Moses and Elijah. Matthew mentions Moses first to further the parallel between Jesus and Moses (contrast Mark 9:4). Both Moses and Elijah conversed with God on Sinai (also called Horeb [see Exodus 19:18–24; 32:7–14; 33:17–34:28; 1 Kings 19:9–18]). And Jesus is “God with us” (1:23]) as well as the new and greater Moses.

17:4–5: And answering [in the sense of responding, since no question has been asked], Peter told Jesus, “Lord, it’s good we’re here. If you want [me to], I’ll make here three tents, one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah.”
5While he was still speaking, behold, a luminous cloud overshadowed them; and, behold, a voice [came] out of the cloud, saying, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I took delight. Hear him!” For the fourth time in this Gospel Peter addresses Jesus with “Lord” (see also 14:28, 30; 16:22). “It’s good we’re here” implies that Peter, James, and John are like the good soil sown with “the word of the kingdom” and bearing the fruit of good deeds (13:8, 23). “If you want [me to]” underlines Peter’s recognition of Jesus’ lordship and submission to it. “I’ll make here three tents” indicates Peter’s desire to fulfill, by himself, Jesus’ wish. “Three tents” recalls the tent, traditionally called the tabernacle, that Moses made for the Lord. But “three tents,” including tents for Moses and Elijah as well as for Jesus, disagrees with the sole lordship of Jesus as “God with us” (1:23) and therefore as greater than both Moses and Elijah. To check this disagreement, “a luminous cloud overshadowed them [probably referring to Jesus, Moses, and Elijah].” But since a luminous cloud shines, it can’t cast a shadow of darkness. So “overshadowed” has the sense of envelopment rather than that of darkening. This envelopment forestalls the making of tents (compare Moses’ inability to enter the tent of meeting because “the cloud had settled on it and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle” [Exodus 40:34–35]). “Behold” calls special attention to the cloud, and another “behold” calls equal attention to the voice coming out of the cloud and to what it says to the three disciples. The luminosity of the cloud and “my beloved Son” and “I took delight” indicate God the Father’s presence and voice in reminiscence of his presence in a cloud and his speaking out of it on Mount Sinai (Exodus 24:16). “Hear him!” calls on the disciples to listen to Jesus, for he has replaced Moses and Elijah as God’s spokesman for the new age of the kingdom (see Deuteronomy 18:15, where Moses himself says, “The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your brothers. You shall hear him” [compare Matthew 11:15; 13:9, 18, 43; 15:10]). For the first part of the Father’s statement, see the comments on 3:17.

17:6–8: And on hearing [the voice out of the cloud], the disciples fell on their face and became exceedingly afraid.
7And Jesus approached and, on touching them, said, “Get up and stop being afraid.”
8And on lifting their eyes, they saw no one except Jesus himself, alone [so that from now on the disciples are to hear Jesus in monologue, not in conversation with Moses and Elijah]. “Face” is a collective singular. “Fell on their face” indicates deep disturbance (compare 26:38–39; Ezekiel 1:28; Daniel 8:17–18; 10:7–9, 15–17). The disciples “became exceedingly afraid” because they’ve heard God the Father, just as the Israelites feared when he spoke to them at Sinai (Exodus 20:1, 18–21; Deuteronomy 5:22–27; 18:16). Jesus’ touch gives the disciples assurance, and the cessation of God the Father’s speaking gives Jesus reason to tell them to stop being afraid. Since they’ve fallen on their face, they have to lift their eyes to see Jesus by himself. “Himself, alone” underscores his solitary presence and the need to listen only to him.

UNDERSTANDING JOHN THE BAPTIZER AS ELIJAH
 Matthew 17:9–13

 

17:9–10: And as they were coming down from the mountain, Jesus commanded them, saying, “Tell the vision to no one till the Son of Man has been raised from among the dead.” Publicizing the vision would counteract Jesus’ teaching that as the Son of Man he must suffer severely and be killed before being raised (16:21). “The vision” emphasizes the transfiguration’s revelatory character. 10And the disciples asked him, saying, “Why then do the scholars say, ‘Elijah must come first’?” “Then” establishes a logical connection between this question and the foregoing mention of the Son of Man’s resurrection: since his resurrection implies his death, why do the scholars say Elijah must come first? Won’t Elijah’s restoration of all things forestall the Son of Man’s being killed? This latter question implies that Peter, James, and John have understood Jesus’ passion prediction. See Malachi 4:5–6 for Elijah’s coming prior to the Day of the Lord, and the comments on Mark 9:11.

17:11–13: And he, answering, said, “On the one hand, Elijah is coming, and he’ll restore all things.
12On the other hand, I tell you that Elijah has come already, and people didn’t recognize him [to be Elijah]; rather, they did in him [we’d say ‘to him,’ but ‘in him’ means something like ‘in his case’] as many things as they wanted [to do].” Jesus is referring to the failure of Herod Antipas and Herodias to recognize John the baptizer as the prophesied Elijah and to their consequent arrest, binding, imprisonment, and beheading of John (14:1–12). Yet the statements that “Elijah is coming” and that “he will restore all things” indicate that although Elijah has already come in the person of John, he didn’t restore all things. Otherwise he’d have been recognized and would have avoided imprisonment and execution. So he has to come again for the restoration of all things. In the meantime, absent that restoration the Son of Man will have to suffer severely and be killed after the pattern of John himself. “I tell you” underscores Elijah’s fate in the person of John. Jesus’ answering the disciples’ question adds further understanding to the understanding they already have of Jesus’ coming passion, an understanding that prompted their question. “In this way also the Son of Man is going to suffer by them [= by the agency of the elders, chief priests, and scholars (16:21)].” So the parallel between John and Jesus develops further. “Is going to suffer” connotes the certainty that grows out of divine necessity (see 16:21 again). 13Then the disciples understood that he’d spoken to them about John the baptizer. Their added understanding contrasts with the failure of Herod Antipas and Herodias to recognize Elijah in John. Overall, then, Matthew uses this episode to stress both prior understanding and added understanding as distinguishing marks of true disciples (compare 13:11–12).

THE THREAT OF LITTLE FAITH
 Matthew 17:14–20

 

The disciples’ increased understanding (17:9–13) needs to be supplemented with larger faith. Hence the present passage exposes the danger of their little faith.

17:14–16: And when [they’d] come to the crowd, a man approached him [Jesus], kneeling before him and saying,
15“Lord, have mercy on my son, because he’s subject to seizures and suffers badly. For he often falls into a fire and often into water.
16And I brought him to your disciples, and they couldn’t heal him.” The crowd of professing disciples produces a man whose kneeling before Jesus and addressing him with “Lord” suit discipleship in addition to desperation. As usual, “Lord” connotes Jesus’ deity for Matthew and his audience. The two instances of “often” tell how badly the man’s son suffers. The seizures result in falling, and “into a fire” and “into water” identify the elements that inflict the suffering.

17:17–18: And Jesus, answering, said, “O unbelieving and perverted generation [compare Deuteronomy 32:5], how long shall I be with you? How long shall I put up with you? Bring him [the son] here to me.” The verb “Bring” has a plural “you” hidden in it. So the disciples whom Jesus didn’t take up the mountain and to whom the father brought his son—these disciples are the ones whom Jesus tells to bring the man’s son. Therefore also, these disciples are the ones whom Jesus addresses as an “unbelieving and perverted generation.” The unbelief and perversion have to do with the present case in particular. (It’s not a blanket description.) Unbelief amounts to a perversion of discipleship. “O” lends gravity to Jesus’ exasperated questions. “How long shall I be with you?” alludes to Jesus as “God with us” (1:23). In 28:20 he’ll answer his own question of how long: “And behold, I am with you all the days till the consummation
of the age.” The command to bring the son to Jesus shows Jesus’ determination to expose the baselessness of unbelief. 18And Jesus reprimanded him, and the demon came out from him, and the boy was healed from that hour [onward]. Matthew leaves it to be assumed that the boy had been brought to Jesus and now indicates that demon-possession lay behind the boy’s seizures. At first it’s ambiguous whether Jesus reprimanded the boy or reprimanded the demon. But the demon’s coming out from the boy makes clear that Jesus reprimanded the demon. The boy’s healing consisted in deliverance from the physical effects of demon-possession. For “healed from that hour,” see the comments on 8:13 and 9:22.

17:19–20: Then the disciples [the Twelve, minus Peter, James, and John], on approaching, said to Jesus in private, “Because of what weren’t we able to cast it [the demon] out?”
20And he says to them, “Because of the littleness of your faith. For amen I tell you, if you have faith like a grain of mustard, you’ll say to this mountain, ‘Move away from here to there,’ and it will move away; and nothing will be impossible for you [compare 1 Corinthians 13:2].” Privacy enables Jesus to instruct his true disciples on matters deliberately hidden from false disciples. The present tense in “he says to them” underlines this instruction. If even faith as small as a grain of mustard could move a mountain but the faith of the disciples couldn’t so much as cast out a demon, their faith must have been even smaller than a grain of a mustard (for which see the comments on 13:31–32). “This mountain” refers to the Mount of Transfiguration (17:1). Ancient people often thought of mountains as pillars that support a solid sky and hold in position the disc of the earth over subterranean waters. The great depth of the bases of the mountains made the mountains a natural symbol of stability. In this conceptual framework you could hardly think of a more hyperbolic figure of power than that of moving a mountain. “If you have faith like a grain of mustard” indicates what could be. “It will move away; and nothing will be impossible for you” indicates what would be if the “could” turned into an actuality. “Amen I tell you” adds assurance. And the introductory “For” makes the whole statement an explanation of “Because of the littleness of your faith.” The earliest and best manuscripts don’t have 17:21.

UNDERSTANDING JESUS’ DEATH AND RESURRECTION
 Matthew 17:22–23

 

17:22–23: And as they [the disciples] were assembling in Galilee, Jesus said to them, “The Son of Man is going to be given over into the hands of men,
23and they’ll kill him, and on the third day he’ll be raised.” And they were exceedingly saddened. The disciples are assembling in Galilee for a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, where they’ll celebrate the Passover festival. The pilgrimage will start soon (see 19:1). To prepare the disciples for what will happen to him in Jerusalem, Jesus predicts again his passion and resurrection there. This second such prediction fulfills the implication in 16:21: “From then on Jesus began showing his disciples . . . .” “Is going to be given over” connotes certainty. “To be given over” predicts for the first time Judas Iscariot’s giving Jesus over to the Jewish authorities (20:18; 26:15–16) and their giving him over to Pilate and the Gentiles (20:19; 27:2, 18 [compare 26:45]). “Into the hands of men” connotes an exercise of power over Jesus (compare Genesis 31:29: “It’s in the power of my hand”; see also 2 Samuel 24:14 for the connotation of violent treatment). And just as in 16:21–23 Peter’s protest, though misconceived, displayed an understanding of Jesus’ prediction, so here the disciples’ being “exceedingly saddened” displays that same understanding. As often, Matthew stresses understanding as a mark of true discipleship; for by definition, discipleship means “learning.”

AVOIDANCE OF CAUSING UNBELIEVING JEWS TO REJECT THE GOSPEL
 Matthew 17:24–27

 

This unique story of what is popularly called “Peter’s Penny” forms a transition from the foregoing narrative to the following discourse (chapter 18). In the story, Jesus teaches against leading others to sin.

17:24–26: And when they [Jesus and his disciples (17:19, 22)] had come into Capernaum, those who were taking the double drachmas approached Peter and said, “Your teacher pays the double drachmas, doesn’t he?” “The double drachmas” refers to a tax levied on male Jews over twenty years old, including those living outside Israel, for upkeep of the temple (see Exodus 30:11–16; Nehemiah 10:32–33). Priests were exempt because of their service at the temple. A double drachma was a Greek silver coin worth about two denariuses, that is, approximately two days’ wages for a manual laborer. The plural in “the double drachmas” reflects the collection of this tax year after year. 25He [Peter] says, “Yes.” So Peter knows that as a Law-observant Jew, Jesus customarily pays the tax. The abruptness of “He says” and the present tense of “says” emphasize Jesus’ yearly payments. And when he’d come into the house [Jesus’ house, we’d judge from 4:13], Jesus anticipated him by saying, “How does it seem to you, Simon? From whom do the kings of the earth take custom duties and a poll-tax? From their sons or from [sons] belonging to others?”
26And after [Simon had] said, “From [sons] belonging to others,” Jesus told him, “Then the sons [of kings] are free indeed [since freedom from taxation means freedom from subservience].” Presumably Peter entered Jesus’ house to tell him the tax collectors had come to take his double drachma. But Matthew doesn’t say so. Therefore the accent falls on Jesus’ anticipating Peter—perhaps an indication of divine prescience. Jesus distinguishes between kings’ sons (members of royal families) and sons belonging to others (members of nonroyal families). So the contrast between kings’ sons and sons belonging to others isn’t a contrast between citizens and noncitizens. Citizens pay taxes too. It’s a contrast between members of a royal household and all others in the kingdom and implies that Jesus’ disciples belong to God’s royal household, whereas unbelieving Jews don’t (see 5:35 for God as king in addition to references to God’s kingdom). This implication fits well Matthew’s emphasizing the transfer of the kingdom from Israel to the church (see especially 21:43).

Jesus continues in 17:27:
“But lest we trip them up [that is, trap unbelieving Jews into the sin of rejecting the gospel of the kingdom], on going to the Sea [of Galilee, beside which Capernaum is located], throw a fishhook [into the lake] and take up the first fish that comes up. And on opening its mouth, you’ll find a stater [a silver coin worth four drachmas and therefore sufficient to pay the tax for Peter as well as for Jesus]. On taking that [coin], give [it] to them [the tax collectors] in place of me and you.” “In place of” reflects the redemptive nature of the tax; the tax substitutes for those who pay it (Exodus 30:11–16). The tax collectors asked only about Jesus’ payment. But he tells Peter to pay for himself as well as for Jesus. Why? To make Peter a model imitator of Jesus in paying the temple tax despite his and Jesus’ nonobligation to do so because of their membership in God’s royal family (compare 12:46–50) but for the purpose of not putting a stumblingblock in the way of Jews who might convert to the Christian gospel. There’s no provision for the tax to be paid by disciples other than Peter. But that lack comes from the portrayal of him as a representative disciple. Matthew doesn’t relate Peter’s catching the fish, extracting the stater, and paying the tax. So the emphasis rests on Jesus’ adding to Peter’s understanding that Jesus pays the tax the further understanding that because Peter too has membership in God’s royal family, he’s tax-exempt but should pay the tax to avoid offending others.


  



MAINTAINING BROTHERHOOD IN THE CHURCH
 Matthew 18:1–35
 

Chapter 18 contains the fourth great discourse in this Gospel (after chapters 5–7, 10, and 13:1–52). The topic of maintaining churchly brotherhood overarches the chapter. As to subtopics, the discourse begins with the requirement of childlikeness for entrance into the kingdom of heaven (18:1–3). Humility defines childlikeness (18:4). The welcoming of disciples, childlike as they are, constitutes a welcoming of Jesus himself (18:5). But your causing one of them to sin (in the sense of apostatizing) brings judgment on you (18:6–7). And you need self-discipline to keep from sinning yourself (18:8–9). The heavenly Father wants those who are headed toward apostasy not to be despised, but to be rescued through personal reproof, church discipline, and prayer (18:10–20). And a wronged brother must forgive an offending fellow disciple, repeatedly if necessary (18:21–35).

18:1: In that hour the disciples approached Jesus, saying, “Who then is greater in the kingdom of heaven?” “In that hour” relates the disciples’ question chronologically to the preceding discussion of taxation and freedom (17:24–27). “Then” relates the question logically to that discussion. (It’s implied that the other disciples overheard or otherwise knew about Jesus’ preceding conversation with Peter; and though the Twelve are in view, as elsewhere in this part of Matthew, they represent all Jesus’ disciples, the church.) If Jesus’ disciples are the tax-exempt sons of God the king, who of them is greater than the others? Might it be Peter? As we’d expect from Matthew’s emphasis on understanding as a mark of true discipleship, the disciples’ question presupposes that they understand their status as God’s sons. Since there’s no indication of a prior dispute among them as to which of them is greater than the others, the question is innocent as well as knowing. And since a kingdom entails hierarchy, a question of rank arises naturally. But rank in the kingdom as it presently manifests itself in the church, or in its future imposition on the entire world? “Who then is greater . . . ?” and Jesus’ following instructions on behavior within the church favor the kingdom in its present manifestation. And Jesus is about to make humility in the present kingdom a condition (though not a cause) of entry into the coming kingdom.

18:2–5: And summoning a little child, he [Jesus] had him stand in the midst of them [the disciples].
3And he said, “Amen I tell you, if you don’t turn around and become like little children, by no means will you enter into the kingdom of heaven.
4Therefore whoever will lower himself [= ‘humble himself’] [to be] like this little child—this [person] is larger [= greater] in the kingdom of heaven.
5And whoever welcomes one such little child on the basis of my name welcomes me.” Jesus starts by ignoring the question of greatness in the kingdom and addressing the unspoken issue of entrance into the kingdom. You can forget about greatness in it if you aren’t there. What’s necessary for entry is turning around, a figure of speech for conversion, and becoming like little children, represented by the little child whom Jesus makes an object lesson. (His “summoning” the little child excludes the child’s being an infant.) “Amen I tell you” and “by no means” underscore this necessity. “In the midst of them” makes the object lesson of the little child unmistakable to the disciples and even associates the child with them, especially since Jesus has summoned the child as he summoned the disciples (10:1; 15:32; also 20:25). But why the object lesson of a little child? In contrast with little children’s high rank in contemporary western society, little children ranked low in ancient society. So references to childlike trustfulness or innocence are misplaced when applied to the present passage; and Jesus isn’t referring to little children as such. “Like little children” and “like this little child” present them as objects of comparison, so that “one such little child” is a figure of speech for a disciple of Jesus. He means that entry into the kingdom requires humbling yourself to his lordship (compare 23:12). Bowing down before him is like lowering yourself to the stature of a statusless little child.

Having brought up and taken care of the issue of entrance, Jesus then addresses the disciples’ question of greatness. “Therefore” indicates that since entry requires self-humbling for entry into the kingdom, greatness within the kingdom requires continued self-humbling. Now the self-humbling has to do with treatment of fellow disciples, represented by the little child. Which is to say that Jesus shifts from portraying the little child as a model of what you should be like by way of self-humbling to portraying the little child as a model of your fellow disciple, whom you should treat inside the kingdom with the same humility that characterized your entrance into the kingdom. Jesus’ name constitutes the basis of such treatment; for your fellow disciple belongs to the people of Jesus who “call his name Immanuel, which is translated ‘God [is] with us’ ” (1:21–23). And the welcoming of Jesus in the welcoming of your fellow disciple shows recognition that Jesus is “with” your fellow disciple as he promised to be with all his disciples (18:20; 28:20)—a solid basis for continuing humility in relation to them. In particular, welcoming your fellow disciple means showing him hospitality, especially when he’s fleeing persecution (see 10:40–42 with 10:23; also 25:31–46, where taking in one of the littlest of Jesus’ brothers equates with taking Jesus in).

18:6: “But whoever trips up [that is, causes to stumble into apostasy] one of these little ones who believe in me—it’s advantageous to him that an upper millstone be hung around his neck and he be drowned in the depth of the sea.” “Who believe in me” describes “these little ones” as believers in Jesus, not little children as such. A nonwelcome could cause apostasy in that the pressure of persecution would seem too much to bear given the refusal of help by a fellow disciple. A millstone is large, flat, round, and used of course for grinding grain. Literally, “upper” means “having to do with a donkey” and therefore describes the millstone as so heavy it has to be turned by donkey-power. Such a stone, hung by rope around the neck, would not only ensure drowning but also kill all hope of the drowned body’s rising to the surface and floating ashore for burial, especially since “the depth of the sea” refers to the open sea far from shore. People of the Bible looked with horror on any kind of death that precluded burial. The un-Jewishness of execution by drowning intensifies the horror. But if such a fate is advantageous as compared with causing a fellow disciple’s apostasy, how much more horrible must be the judgment of the disciple who causes the apostasy! The broken grammatical construction (“But whoever . . .—it’s advantageous to him”) lays stress on this greater horror. “Be drowned” echoes Peter’s “beginning to drown” in 14:30 and suggests that his brush with drowning symbolized the danger of eternal damnation for disciples who don’t live up to their profession.

18:7: “Alas for the world because of snares [= stumbling blocks that trip up disciples, so that they fall into apostasy]! For [it’s] a foregone conclusion that snares come. Nevertheless, alas for the person through whom the snare comes!” In other words, the inevitability of snares doesn’t release the snare-setter from culpability for having caused the apostasy of a persecuted fellow disciple by failing to welcome him hospitably. “For [it’s] a foregone conclusion that snares come” explains why Jesus pronounced the first woe (“Alas”). Those who set snares endanger others in the world according to the first woe, whereas a snare-setter also endangers himself according to the second woe.

18:8–9: “But if your hand or your foot is causing you to stumble [= is tripping you up, ensnaring you into apostasy], cut it off and throw [it] away from you. It’s
good
for you to enter into life [eternal] maimed or lame rather than that having two hands or two feet you be thrown into eternal fire.
9And if your eye is causing you to stumble, gouge it out and throw [it] away from you. It’s
good
for you to enter into life [eternal] one-eyed rather than that having two eyes you be thrown into the gehenna of fire [about which see the comments on 5:22].” Again sinning is in view, but now sinning caused by a member of your own body, not by someone else. And again eternal damnation for apostasy is in view, but this time for self-made sinners, not for those who cause others to sin. For further interpretation see the comments on 5:29–30, except that the present passage adds “your foot” but lacks the specifications of sexual misconduct and of a right eye and a right hand. Repetitiousness in these two sayings adds emphasis to the requirement of moral self-discipline.

18:10: “See [that] you not despise one of these little ones.” Not even one of them! To despise them is yet again to refuse them hospitality when they’re fleeing persecution (10:23, 40–42; 25:31–46). “For I tell you that their angels in heaven are continually seeing the face of my Father in heaven.” As usual, “I tell you” adds emphasis to the following. And just as the Son of Man and even the Devil have angels (13:41; 16:27; 24:31; 25:31, 41; 26:53), so too do Jesus’ disciples, “these little ones” fleeing persecution. Angels aid those they belong to. To see the face of someone connotes access to that person and can carry the special connotation of access to a sovereign (see 2 Samuel 14:24; 2 Kings 25:19 [where advisors to a king are called “those who see the king’s face”]; Esther 1:14). It’s unusual to have access to any sovereign. So it’s all the more striking to have access to God, and continual access at that. How greatly the heavenly Father must value Jesus’ little ones, then, to allow their angels an unrestricted access into his presence that other angels don’t enjoy! All the more reason not to despise those little ones, but to welcome them hospitably. There’s no 18:11 in the earliest and best manuscripts.

18:12–14: “How does it seem to you [plural, referring to the disciples (18:1)]? If it happens that a certain man has a hundred sheep and one of them is led astray [by someone in the church who despises ‘a little one’ by not welcoming him], he’ll leave the ninety-nine on the mountains, won’t he, and go seek the one being led astray [compare Ezekiel 34:10–11, 13, 16]?” The first question implies that the disciples will understand Jesus’ following parable. The second question implies an affirmative answer. Jesus doesn’t state that the man would leave the ninety-nine under someone else’s care. So all the emphasis falls on seeking the stray even though it’s only one out of a hundred. To make sure no sheep were missing, shepherds counted their flocks before putting them in a pen for the night. “On the mountains” reflects the mountainous character of much of Israel and links with the danger of getting lost in such terrain. Jesus stops short of saying the stray is already lost, because the stray is going to represent a professing disciple rather than a nondisciple. But there remains a danger of lostness—that is, of apostasy and consequent eternal doom. 13“And if it happens that [he] finds it, amen I tell you that he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that haven’t been led astray.
14Thus it isn’t the wish before my Father in heaven that one of these little ones be lost.” “If it happens that [he] finds it” leaves open the possibility of eventual lostness, eternal doom because of apostasy. But “amen I tell you” accents the happier possibility of rejoicing over the found stray, that is, over a disciple rescued from his or her backsliding. In view of 10:11, 23, 40–42; 25:34–45, backsliding toward apostasy under the pressure of persecution is particularly in view. “More than over the ninety-nine that haven’t been led astray” strengthens the accent on this possibility of rescue. “Thus it isn’t the wish before my Father in heaven . . .” personifies the Father’s not wanting even one persecuted disciple of Jesus to be lost forever. The Father’s not wanting that to happen stands before him, so to speak, as a topic of his constant concern. It’s always there and consequently always on his mind. By the same token, Jesus’ disciples should be ever concerned to rescue endangered fellow disciples from eternal lostness.

18:15–17: “And if your brother sins, go reprove him between you and him alone [compare Leviticus 19:17]. If he hears [= heeds your reproof], you’ve gained your brother.” “Your brother” refers to your fellow disciple and portrays Jesus’ church as a brotherhood. Jesus makes a disciple responsible to correct his fellow disciple who sins. The command to “go” to your fellow disciple highlights this responsibility (compare 7:1–5, especially 7:5b). “You’ve gained your brother” contrasts with the possibility of his becoming “lost” (18:14) and therefore means winning back a professing disciple who stands in danger of forfeiting salvation through sin, which tends toward apostasy. 16“But if he doesn’t hear [= doesn’t heed you], take along with you one or two more [brothers] in order that ‘on the mouth of two or three witnesses [= on the basis of their testimonies] every matter may be established’ [Numbers 35:30; Deuteronomy 17:6; 19:15].” Jesus is in the process of emphasizing the need to exhaust every possibility in the effort to correct a disciple. “Take along with you one or two more” anticipates the law of two or three witnesses, which Jesus then quotes. He leaves no indication that the one or two additional brothers shall have witnessed the sin that has been committed. So their being taken along doesn’t have the purpose of establishing the sin (the actuality of which is taken for granted) or at this point of enabling them to act as witnesses before the church in case of a second refusal to be corrected—rather, of strengthening the reproof. The purpose of strengthening the reproof is now confirmed: 17“But if he refuses to hear them [= heed them], tell the church [that is, a local manifestation of the church].
But if he also refuses to hear [= heed] the church, he’s to be for you [singular] even as a Gentile and
a tax collector.” Presupposed is that the one or two others and now the church will join you in reproving the sinning brother. Here we have the ultimate application of pressure to receive correction. “A Gentile” has the sense of a pagan, and “a tax collector” has the sense of an especially sinful Jew (see the comments on 9:10). In Jewish society Gentiles and tax collectors were shunned. So to treat a fellow disciple like one of them was to ostracize him from Christian fellowship in the hope he would miss it, heed the correction, and come back into fellowship. The singular of “you” in “he’s to be for you as a Gentile and a tax collector” pinpoints you as the initial reprover. But the cooperation of one or two others, and then of the whole church, plus the immediate switch to the plural of “you” in the next verses favors a church-wide shunning as well.

18:18–20: “Amen I tell you [plural], however many things you bind on earth will have been bound in heaven, and however many things you loosen on earth will have been loosened in heaven.” Essentially, this saying repeats the one in 16:19. But “Amen I tell you” adds emphasis. So too does the replacement of “whatever” (twice) with “however many things.” The verbs of binding and loosening have changed from the earlier singular (in reference to Peter) to plural for an indication that all disciples are to share with Peter in the binding and loosening. As binding and loosening had to do with prohibiting behaviors inconsistent with discipleship and with promoting behaviors consistent with it, so here the binding and loosening have to do with applying these behavioral standards by way of disciplinary action. 19“Again amen I tell you that if two of you on earth agree concerning any matter that they may ask for, they’ll have [it] from my Father in heaven.
20For where two or three are gathered in my name, I’m there in the midst of them.” Here the binding and loosening of “however many things . . .” broadens out to praying for “any matter,” and the prior binding and loosening in heaven becomes the future granting of the prayer request from heaven. “Again” signals this shift, and another “amen I tell you” adds as much assurance to the promise of future answers to prayer as was attached to the promise of prior validation of church discipline. “If two of you . . . agree” harks back to the law of two or three witnesses (18:16), only this time by way of strengthening the prayer to God rather than by way of strengthening the reproof of a brother. “Where two or three have gathered” harks back yet again to the law of two or three witnesses, only this time by way of strengthening the character of their having gathered together “in my name,” that is, by way of joining together in “call[ing] his name Immanuel, which is translated ‘God [is] with us’ ” (1:23). Gathering together in this way establishes a basis for God the Father’s granting the disciples’ requests and corresponds to the fact that Jesus is “in the midst of them” (compare 28:20). How could the Father refuse those who pray gathered in the name of his Son and blessed with the presence of his Son? Since in 18:2 Jesus had a little child stand “in the midst of them,” by promising to be in their midst Jesus himself takes the role of a little child, a model of humility (compare 11:29; 21:5). He says “two or three” rather than “the church” to assure the two or three that they don’t need the rest of the church to pray successfully as they did need the rest for disciplinary action against the sinning brother.

18:21–22: Then on approaching [Jesus], Peter said to him, “Lord, how many times shall my brother sin against me and I forgive him? Up to seven times?”
22Jesus says to him, “I don’t tell you, up to seven times—rather, up to seventy times seven times!” With “Lord” Peter acknowledges Jesus’ lordship. Peter’s question introduces an emphasis on the need for a brother sinned against to forgive the brother who sinned against him. Presupposed is repentance on the part of the brother who sinned (see 18:23–35). Because the number seven connotes completeness (there are seven days in a full week, for example), “Up to seven times?” seems to project a wholly sufficient number of forgivenesses. But out of Lamech’s formula of seventy-sevenfold revenge in Genesis 4:24 Jesus constructs a formula of four hundred and ninetyfold forgiveness: “up to seventy times seven times!” (compare the requirement that you forgive others their trespasses to have God forgive you your own trespasses [6:14–15]). Several features put great emphasis on this formula of what amounts to limitless forgiveness: (1) abruptness due to the lack of a conjunction such as “And” or “But” preceding “Jesus says to him”; (2) the present tense in “Jesus says to him”; (3) “I don’t tell you up to seven times”; (4) the introduction of “up to seventy times seven times” with “rather”; (5) the connotation of completeness in the number “seven”; and (6) the enhancement of that connotation with the multiple, “seventy.”

Jesus has answered Peter’s question concerning how many times a disciple ought to forgive his fellow disciple. Now the slate is clean for Jesus to talk about how much a disciple ought to forgive. 18:23–27: “Because of this [the demand for limitless forgiveness] the kingdom of heaven was like a man, a king, who wanted to settle accounts with his slaves.
24And when he’d begun to settle accounts, there was brought to him one debtor of ten thousand talents [= who owed that many talents, each talent worth the wages for around six thousand days of work by a manual laborer].
25And because he didn’t have [the money] to pay off [his debt], the master commanded him to be sold, also [his] wife and children and all things that he has, as many as they are, and [his debt] to be paid off.
26So the slave, on falling down, was doing obeisance to him, saying, ‘Be patient with me, and I’ll repay you all [those talents].’
27And feeling sorry [for him], the master of that slave dismissed him and forgave him the loan.” Jesus’ remarks take the form of a parable. In it, a man is said to be a king for correspondence with the kingdom of heaven. Since elsewhere in Matthew the king of this kingdom is Jesus as well as God his heavenly Father (13:41; 16:28; 20:21), “a man [= a human being],” such as Jesus is, appropriately precedes “a king.” In 18:35 he’ll bring in his “heavenly Father” as an additional identification of “a king.” The settling of accounts starts with forgiveness and unforgiveness in the present age and ends with the same at the Last Judgment. So “the kingdom of heaven was like . . .” reflects a temporal standpoint that looks back on the present age and the Last Judgment. The king’s slaves stand for Jesus’ disciples (see also 10:24–25; 13:27–28; 24:45–51; 25:14–30). “One” focuses attention on the debtor who owed ten thousand talents. A talent was the largest of monetary units; and “ten thousand,” the largest numeral, was often used for an indefinitely and incalculably large number, like “zillions.” A king wouldn’t have loaned so much money to a slave. So the hyperbole emphasizes the enormity of our moral debt to God (see 6:12 for sin as a moral debt).

The talk about slaves shifts the vocabulary from “a man, a king” to “the master.” But “master” translates the word elsewhere translated “Lord” and used for both God and Jesus, so that the king’s standing for both of them is confirmed. Though people were sold to pay their debts (2 Kings 4:1; Nehemiah 5:1–13; Isaiah 50:1; Amos 2:6; 8:6), Jewish practice didn’t allow the sale of a wife; and children constituted a man’s dearest possession. Here, even the debtor’s wife and children—plus his other possessions—are commanded to be sold. “As many as they are [note the present tense]” underlines the completeness of the sale. But such a sale wouldn’t even come close to bringing in enough money to pay off the huge debt. So the absurdity of commanding the sale for paying it off represents the impossibility that we sinners could pay off our moral debt to God, and also plays up the master’s ensuing compassionate act of forgiveness by emphasizing the hard justice of his prior sentence. The slave’s falling down and doing obeisance to his master suits the master’s standing for the Lord Jesus and his heavenly Father, especially since “doing obeisance” translates the word that’s elsewhere translated with “worship.” The impossibility of paying off our moral debt to God achieves fine irony in the slave’s plea for patience and his promise to repay all the talents, as though a slave could pay off an incalculable debt if given time. Compassionately, however, the master does better than his slave asked for. Instead of having him, his family, and all his possessions sold, he dismisses him. And instead of granting him time to pay off the debt, he—like God and Jesus, both of whom he represents—forgives the entire debt (see 6:12, 14 for the Father’s forgiveness and 9:2–7 for Jesus’ forgiveness).

18:28–30: “But on going out, that slave found one of his fellow slaves who was owing him a hundred denariuses [each denarius worth the wage for one day of work by a manual laborer]. And on seizing him, he started choking [him], saying, ‘Pay [me] back if you owe anything.’
29So his fellow slave, on falling down, was imploring him, saying, ‘Be patient with me, and I’ll repay you.’
30But he wasn’t willing. Going off, rather, he threw him into prison till he would pay back what was owed.” “That slave” puts him at arm’s distance, morally speaking. “Found one of his fellow slaves” indicates a purpose to do the opposite of what his master had done for him. “One of his fellow slaves” focuses attention on the fellow slave just as “one debtor” focused attention on the first slave (18:24). Over against the first slave’s debt, incalculably huge and impossible to pay off, stands the debt of only a hundred denariuses, easy to pay off. Over against the first slave’s having been “brought” stands his “seizing” the fellow slave and starting to choke him. And in the demand for repayment, “if you owe” and “anything” make the fellow slave’s debt so negligible as to be doubtful and unworthy of the preceding specification. The second slave falls down and implores the first slave but doesn’t do obeisance to him, for the obvious reason that the first slave doesn’t represent God and Jesus as the master does. The second slave isn’t willing to grant more time for paying off the debt, much less to forgive it as the master forgave his debt. “Rather” stresses the contrast between his unwillingness and the master’s compassion. Whereas the master “dismissed” the first slave, the first slave, “going off” with his fellow slave in tow, “threw him into prison till he should pay back what was owed.” Imprisonment prevented escape and prompted dependents to raise money, if possible, for paying off the debt and ransoming the debtor. To underscore how paltry is the second slave’s debt in comparison with the first slave’s debt—hence, how insignificant are the sins committed by others in the church against us as compared with our own sins committed against God—there’s no “all” with “what was owed” (contrast 18:25–26, 32). And underscoring the first slave’s cruelty is the unrealism of a slave’s having the right to imprison a fellow slave of his master.

18:31–35: “So his fellow slaves, on seeing the things that had happened, were exceedingly saddened and, on coming, related to their own master all the things that had happened.
32Then on summoning him, his master says to him, ‘Evil slave, I forgave you all that debt, since you implored me.
33It was necessary, wasn’t it, that you too have mercy on your fellow slave as I too had mercy on you?’ ” Implied answer: Yes, it was necessary. 34“And angered, his master gave him over to the torturers till he would pay back all that was owed.
35In this way will my heavenly Father, too, treat you if you each don’t forgive from your hearts his brother.” The exceeding sadness of the other fellow slaves represents the extreme sorrow that ought to characterize churches over unforgiveness in their midst. At the Last Judgment the law of two or three witnesses will still be in effect (compare 12:41–42). So these other fellow slaves report what has happened. “All the things” points to a thorough airing at the Last Judgment. Nothing will remain hidden (10:26). The present tense of “says” highlights the master’s response. Calling the unforgiving slave “evil” exposes him as a false disciple, for being forgiven by Jesus demands forgiving others as a sign that you’ve truly repented of your own sins. “All that debt” emphasizes both the enormity of the debt of sin owed to God and the infinitude of his grace. He cancelled the debt in response to a mere plea (“since you implored me”).

The necessity of exercising the mercy of forgiveness toward a fellow disciple harks back to 6:14–15 (“For if you forgive human beings their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you [your trespasses]. But if you don’t forgive human beings [their trespasses], neither will your Father forgive your trespasses”) and 9:13; 12:7 (“I want mercy and not sacrifice” [compare 5:7]). The smallness of the fellow slave’s debt implies that disciples ought to forgive their fellow disciples all the more because God’s forgiveness is expansive, and that they ought to do so “from [their] hearts,” that is, sincerely, not merely with their lips (compare 15:8; Isaiah 29:13). The warning against unforgiveness reaches its height in the master’s anger, reversal of forgiveness, and instead of putting the unforgiving slave, his family, and all his possessions up for sale, as previously commanded, giving him “over to the torturers till he would pay back all that was owed”—a dreadfully ironic impossibility. Normally, torture of a debtor would give his family and friends incentive to raise the money necessary to pay off the debt. Here, though, the hopelessly large size of the debt makes the torture unending. So consignment to the torturers stands for consignment to eternal punishment. “If you each don’t forgive” disallows any exceptions. Though Jesus began by addressing Peter (18:21–22), the plural of “you” and “your” in the closing explanation (18:35) shows that the parable applies to all disciples.

  

WELCOMING UNMARRIED PEOPLE IN THE CHURCH
 Matthew 19:1–12
 

As usual, Matthew carries the theme of the preceding discourse into the following narrative. So the theme of churchly brotherhood in chapter 18 spills over into chapters 19–22. In particular, we read about the church’s obligation to welcome unmarried people (19:1–12); young people (19:13–26); Gentiles (19:27–20:16); the blind, the lame, and (again) young people (20:17–21:16); and tax collectors, prostitutes, and (again) Gentiles, the welcoming of whom has God’s rejection of the Jewish leaders as its counterpoint (21:17–22:46).

First, Matthew writes his formula concluding the foregoing discourse and introducing the following narrative. 19:1–2: And it happened that when Jesus had finished [saying] these words, he moved away from Galilee and came into the borders of Judea across the Jordan.
2And many crowds followed him, and he healed them there. “Had finished [saying] these words” reminds us that Jesus’ words form the bedrock on which he’ll build his church (see the comments on 16:18 in relation to 7:24–27). His moving “away from Galilee” and coming “into the borders of Judea” prepare for the fulfillment of his prediction of going away to Jerusalem for suffering, death, and resurrection (16:21). As in 4:15, “across the Jordan” means the west side of the Jordan River and implies that Jesus had traveled down the east side of the river and crossed over into Judea toward Jerusalem, farther to the west. The crowds follow him as disciples follow their teacher, so that Matthew continues to make them stand for professing disciples (see the comments on 4:25–5:1; 7:28). And his describing them as “many” looks forward to the discipling of all nations (28:19). Jesus’ healing them symbolizes saving them from their sins and authenticates “these words” of Jesus in chapter 18.

19:3–6: And Pharisees approached him, testing him and saying,
“[Tell us] if it’s lawful for [a man] to divorce his wife for any cause [at all].” The Pharisees play a devilish role, since “testing” represents the same word translated with “tempted” in the account of Jesus’ temptation by the Devil (4:1–11 [see also 16:1]). “For any cause [at all]” prepares for “not on the basis of sexual immorality” (19:9) and puts the issue in the framework of a debate between the rabbinic schools dominated by Hillel and Shammai, respectively. The Shammaites interpreted Deuteronomy 24:1 strictly as allowing divorce mainly on the basis of a wife’s unchastity. The Hillelites interpreted Deuteronomy 24:1 loosely as allowing divorce for almost any reason whatever. So the Pharisees are testing Jesus on a debated point of Old Testament law. Presumed throughout is the limitation of the right of divorce to husbands in Jewish society. 4And he, answering, said, “You’ve read, haven’t you, that from the beginning the one who created [man and woman] ‘made them male and female [Genesis 1:27]’?”
5And he [Jesus] said, “ ‘On account of this a man shall leave [his] father and mother and cleave to his wife, and the two shall be one flesh [Genesis 2:24].’
6And so they’re no longer two; rather, [they’re] one flesh. Therefore what God has yoked together [by commanding male and female to be one flesh in marital coitus, the leaving of father and mother and cleaving to the wife implying marriage rather than a casual liaison] a man is not to separate [compare Malachi 2:15–16].” Jesus immediately steps forward with quotations of the Law, for he didn’t come to tear it down but to perfect it by taking it further in the direction it was already headed (5:17–48). Since the Pharisees have indeed read the Old Testament passages that he quotes, they have no excuse for asking their malevolent question. To underscore his portrayal of Jesus as upholder and perfecter of the Law, Matthew introduces Jesus’ second quotation of the Law with “And he said.” For the rest, see the comments on Mark 10:6–9.

19:7–9: They say to him, “Why then did Moses command [a man] to give [his wife] ‘a certificate of dismissal [Deuteronomy 24:1]’ and divorce [her]?”
8He says to them, “[With a view] toward your hardheartedness Moses permitted you to divorce your wives. But from the beginning it didn’t happen this way.
9But I tell you that whoever divorces his wife not on the basis of sexual immorality [committed by her] and marries another [woman] commits adultery.” The present tense in “They say” and “He says” enlivens the exchange. The Pharisees quote Deuteronomy 24:1 to qualify Genesis 1:27; 2:24, which Jesus has just quoted. In response he corrects the Pharisees’ wrong interpretation of Moses as commanding divorce in Deuteronomy 24:1 with a right interpretation: Moses only permitted divorce. And Jesus attributes the permission to a consideration of hardheartedness, which he assigns to the Pharisees (“your hardheartedness”), not just to Moses’ contemporaries. The requirement that if a man divorces his wife he must give her a certificate of dismissal—this requirement had the purposes of protecting her from a false accusation of desertion and of authenticating her right to remarry. Furthermore, the permission of divorce in Deuteronomy 24:1–4 arose as a sidelight to the main point of the passage, which was to prohibit a man’s remarrying a woman whom he had divorced and whom another man had then married only to divorce her or die and leave her a widow. In fact, the second marriage of a woman is said to “defile” her. So Deuteronomy 24:1–4 limits divorce; and in escalating the limitation Jesus appeals to God’s intent from the beginning, as indicated in the commands that a man “leave [his] father and mother” and “cleave to his wife” and that the two of them be “one flesh.” In Genesis 1:27 and 2:24 we have true, fundamental commands, not mere permissions. Furthermore, Jesus extends the defilement of the woman by a second marriage to include a second marriage by the man, so that he commits adultery by marrying another woman. “But I tell you” underscores his committing adultery in this way (compare the repeated “But I tell you” in 5:21–48, where Jesus escalated the Law in other respects too). For the rest, including the exception for sexual immorality, see the comments on 5:31–32.

19:10–12: The disciples say to him, “If the case of a man with a wife is this way, it’s not advantageous to marry.” The disciples understand Jesus to mean not merely that divorce with remarriage is permitted only in cases of a wife’s sexual infidelity, but that remarriage isn’t permitted after divorce even in the case of such infidelity by the wife. Hence the disciples’ comment that it’s not advantageous for a man to marry in the first place. The present tense of “say” highlights this understanding. Now Jesus confirms the correctness of his disciples’ understanding (throughout this Gospel they’re portrayed as understanding his teaching) by admitting the seeming intolerability of what he has just said and reinforcing the disciples’ understanding. After all, he has already said that entry into the kingdom requires a righteousness surpassing that of the scholars and Pharisees, who included Shammaites as well as Hillelites (5:20). 11And he told them, “Not all [men] make room for this word [in the sense of tolerating Jesus’ statement]. Nevertheless, [those] to whom it has been given [do make room for it].
12For there are eunuchs who as such were born this way from [their] mother’s womb; and there are eunuchs who as such were eunuchized [castrated] by human beings; and there are eunuchs who as such eunuchized themselves [figuratively, by not remarrying] on account of the kingdom of heaven. The [man] who can make room for [eunuchry] had better make room for [it]!” That is to say, a disciple of Jesus can and should accept his stricture against remarriage even after divorcing his wife for sexual infidelity. “On account of the kingdom of heaven” means that because this kingdom is governed by Jesus’ words, the disciple can and will live as a eunuch though not born as such or made such by anyone else. “Those to whom it has been given” echoes 13:11: “to you [true disciples] it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but to those [false disciples] it hasn’t been given [to know those secrets].” The echo favors that “this word” points back to Jesus’ statement in 19:9 rather than to the disciples’ statement in 19:10. And “the [man] who can make room for [eunuchry] had better make room for [it]!” echoes 11:15; 13:9, 43: “The person who has ears had better hear [= take need]!” Genuineness of discipleship and therefore entrance into the kingdom are at stake. “Who as such eunuchized themselves” could be taken literally in terms of self-castration, but the contextual equation of remarriage with adultery favors denying oneself sexual intercourse through a new marriage, which self-denial is a kind of eunuchry. Despite the near insistence on marriage in Jewish society, then, Jesus portrays the single life of Christian men who haven’t remarried after having had to divorce their immoral wives as obedience to his teaching, and therefore these men as worthy of welcome in the churchly brotherhood (contrast Deuteronomy 23:1, but compare Isaiah 56:3–5; and see Matthew 1:19 for divorcing an immoral wife as what a “righteous” husband ought to do).

  

WELCOMING YOUNG PEOPLE IN THE CHURCH
 Matthew 19:13–26
 

Jesus’ fortification of marriage leads him to bless little children, the offspring of marriages. Jewish parents took children to elders, or scholars, for blessing and prayer right after the Day of Atonement (compare Genesis 48:8–20). 19:13–15: Then little children were brought to him in order that he might lay [his] hands on them and pray [for them]. But the disciples reprimanded them.
14But Jesus said, “Let the little children [be brought to me], and stop forbidding them to come to me. For the kingdom of heaven belongs to [little children] such as these.”
15And on laying [his] hands on them, he traveled on from there. Presumably it was parents who were bringing their little children, but Matthew doesn’t say so. Presumably the imposition of Jesus’ hands that was being sought was for blessing, but again Matthew doesn’t say so. And presumably the disciples reprimanded the parents, not the children; but yet again Matthew doesn’t say so. He doesn’t even say why the disciples engaged in reprimand. The interest centers solely on Jesus’ response. In 18:1–6 Jesus made a little child the model of a humble station such as everyone is required to take, regardless of age, for entrance into the kingdom of heaven. Here, on the other hand, Jesus responds by declaring little children as such, when they “come to [him],” to be possessors of the kingdom (in the sense that they’ll inherit it [compare 5:3, 5, 10]). The declaration, reinforced by the imposition of Jesus’ hands, provides the reason for his commanding the disciples to let the little children come to him and to stop trying to keep them from doing so. Who are the disciples to presume they can keep heirs of the kingdom from coming to the king? Though the little children “were brought,” they also “come,” so that they count as youth, not as infants. But “such as these” limits the youth to be welcomed in the church to those who come to Jesus for his blessing and prayer (compare 18:6: “one of these little ones who believe in me”). After writing that Jesus laid his hands on such youth, Matthew writes that Jesus “traveled on from there.” Matthew is more interested in getting Jesus closer to Jerusalem, where the passion-and-resurrection predictions will reach fulfillment, than in noting that Jesus prayed for the little children as well as laying his hands on them. He leaves the praying to be inferred.

19:16–17: And behold, on approaching him [Jesus], one said, “Teacher, what good thing should I do in order that I may have eternal life?”
17But he [Jesus] said to him, “Why do you ask me about the good? One is the good person. If you want to enter into life, keep the commandments.” “Behold” stresses the following “one” to highlight a parallel between the “one” who approaches Jesus with a question and the “one” who is “good.” The address “Teacher” suits the content of the first one’s question and agrees with a future self-designation by Jesus, again with the use of “one”: “For one is your teacher” (23:8). Leviticus 18:5 says “a person may live” if he keeps the Lord’s statutes and judgments. But there, “live” has to do with a prosperous and long present life. Here, Jesus’ interlocutor specifies “eternal life.” In Jesus’ counter question “the good” is ambiguous. It can refer either to the “good thing” that the interlocutor asked about. Or it can refer to a good person. In his immediately following comment, Jesus takes advantage of this ambiguity by shifting from the “good thing” of the interlocutor’s question to a good person: “One is the good person [‘good’ being masculine rather than neuter, as it was earlier].” And who is this good person? Well, in a soon-to-be-told parable “the owner of the vineyard,” also called “the houseowner,” says outright, “I am good” (20:1, 8, 11, 15). Now “owner” goes back to the same word elsewhere translated “Lord” and used repeatedly for Jesus. Moreover, he has also used “houseowner” for himself (10:25; 13:27). In shifting from the one good thing to the one good person, then, Jesus is nudging his interlocutor to recognize him—that is, Jesus—as the answer to Jesus’ counter question, “Why do you ask me about the good?” The reason is that because Jesus is the one good person, he’s the right one to be asked about the good thing one has to do for eternal life. As the one good person, Jesus is also the one to follow, as he’ll tell his interlocutor to do in 19:21. And in his answer to the interlocutor he shows himself to be an upholder of the Law: “keep the commandments” (compare 5:17–20).

19:18–19: He [the interlocutor] says to him, “What [commandments]?” “What?” connotes “what sort of?” or “which ones in particular?” The present tense of “says” and the lack of an introductory “And” or “But” before “He says” imply eagerness to know which commandments to keep. And Jesus said, “The [following]: ‘You shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal, you shall not give false testimony,
19honor [your] father and mother,’ and ‘you shall love your neighbor as [you love] yourself [Exodus 20:12–16; Deuteronomy 5:16–20; Leviticus 19:18].’ ” Jesus starts reciting commandments from the second table of the Decalogue but skips the tenth commandment (“you shall not covet”), doubles back to the fifth commandment (“you shall honor [your] father and mother”), and adds from outside the Decalogue the commandment to love your neighbor (see the comments on Mark 12:29–31 for the meaning of “as [you love] yourself”). All these commandments have to do with interpersonal relations and are easier to keep than the skipped commandment not to covet, which deals with an inward desire. In view of the interlocutor’s “having many acquisitions” (19:22), Jesus selects these commandments partly because he wants to leave the door open for the interlocutor’s claim to have “guarded all these things” (19:20), partly because the acquiring of wealth can come at the expense of interpersonal relations, and partly because he plans to tell the interlocutor to sell all his possessions, give the proceeds to the poor, and come follow him (19:21). Though Matthew hasn’t yet written about those possessions, Jesus omnisciently knows about them, so that the prohibition of coveting looks conspicuous by its absence. In the end, the interlocutor’s reaction will show him guilty of covetousness.

19:20–21: The young man says to him, “I’ve guarded all these things. In what respect am I still lacking?” Again the lack of an introductory “And” or “But” and the present tense imply eagerness (compare 19:18), and for the first time we learn that the interlocutor is young. He refers to “all these things” rather than to “all these commandments.” “Things” calls attention to not murdering, not committing adultery, and so on. The young man claims to have guarded these things in the sense of being careful to avoid such wrong activities and to engage in the good activities of honoring his parents and loving his neighbor as he loves himself. You can almost hear him breathe a sigh of relief when saying he has guarded “all these things.” Whatever the young man means, “In what respect am I still lacking?” stresses for Matthew and his audience the young man’s lacking the superior righteousness required for entrance into the kingdom of heaven (5:20). 21Jesus told him, “If you want to be perfect, go sell your possessions and give [the proceeds] to the poor, and you’ll have treasure in heaven. And here! Follow me!” The lack of “And” or “But” before “Jesus said” lends a certain abruptness to his reply. “If you want to be perfect” echoes 5:48: “Therefore you shall be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.” There it referred to the perfection of love (see the comments on that verse). But since the word behind “perfect” connotes maturity as a concomitant of perfection, Jesus also achieves a contrast between the youthfulness of his interlocutor and the perfection of maturity demanded by Jesus in 5:48. In other words, lack of perfection—that is, of maturity—means lack of discipleship. Not a high level of discipleship, but discipleship pure and simple. For the question has to do with attaining eternal life, and elsewhere Matthew doesn’t distinguish between levels of true discipleship. Perfection doesn’t imply complete sinlessness and full virtue as matters of fact. But it does imply observable dedication to those qualities of conduct. That Jesus didn’t command each and every one of his followers to sell all their possessions gives comfort only to the kind of people to whom he would issue that command. For treasure in heaven, see 6:19 (compare 13:44). Such treasure is a figure of speech for eternal life, not for any reward above and beyond eternal life.

19:22: But on hearing the word [= Jesus’ statement], the young man went away sorrowing. For he had many acquisitions. “The word” is reminiscent of the parable of the sower (13:19–23 [see also 7:24, 26, 28; 15:12; 19:1, 11]). Unfortunately, this word hasn’t fallen into good soil. “Went away” contrasts with Jesus’ “And here! Follow me!” (19:21). “Sorrowing” contrasts with the “joy” of the man who, on finding a treasure hidden in a field, “goes and sells all things that he has, as many as [they are], and buys that field” (13:44). In telling why the young man went away sorrowing, the explanation “for he had many acquisitions” illustrates Jesus’ having said that “where your treasure is, there will be your heart too” (6:21 [see also 6:24; 19:23–24]). “He had many acquisitions” contrasts both with the selling he’d told the young man to do and with Jesus’ having told the Twelve, “You shouldn’t acquire gold or silver or copper [coins] [and so on]” (10:9–10a). “Acquisitions” defines the young man’s possessions as things he’d gotten as a result of coveting in violation of the commandment left conspicuously unquoted. This youth’s going away from Jesus therefore presents a sad contrast with the little children who came to Jesus in 19:13–15. But just as that earlier passage threw open the church to youth, the present passage calls on youth to renounce affluence in order to become true disciples of Jesus.

19:23–26: And Jesus said to his disciples, “Amen I tell you that a rich person will hardly enter into the kingdom of heaven.
24And again I tell you, it’s easier for a camel to go through a needle’s eye than for a rich person to enter into God’s kingdom.” “Amen I tell you,” “again I tell you,” and the repetitiveness of the following statements put enormous stress on the difficulty of a rich person’s entering into the kingdom. Entering into it equates with entering into eternal life in 19:16–17. For the rest, see the comments on Mark 10:24b–25. 25And on hearing [these statements], the disciples were exceedingly awestruck, saying, “Who then can be saved?” “Be saved” equates with entering into the kingdom and entering into eternal life (19:16–17, 23). The inferential “then” shows that the disciples have understood Jesus well enough to see an apparent contradiction between wealth as a hindrance to entering God’s kingdom and wealth, when combined with piety, as a sign of God’s favor. For according to Deuteronomy 28:1–14; Job 1:10; 42:10; Proverbs 10:22, wealth combined with piety signals God’s favor. So if a pious rich person can’t be saved, what hope of salvation is there for someone who doesn’t have wealth as a sign of God’s favor? No wonder it floors Jesus’ disciples to hear him say that “it’s easier for a camel to go through a needle’s eye than for a rich person to enter into God’s kingdom.” 26But gazing intently [at them], Jesus told them, “For human beings this is impossible, but for God all things [are] possible [compare Genesis 18:14].” The disciples’ question elicits Jesus’ saying something that augments their understanding (see 13:11–12). The intensity of his gaze adds visual impact to the verbal impact of his affirming the power of God to do the humanly impossible, not only to save a rich person but also to do anything God wishes to do. Thus Jesus doesn’t answer the question who can be saved, but points the disciples to the only one who can do the saving because he’s all-powerful.

  

WELCOMING GENTILES IN THE CHURCH
 Matthew 19:27–20:16
 

19:27–28: Then answering, Peter said to him, “Behold,
we’ve left all and followed you. What then will we have?” Matthew’s “Then” is temporal and indicates a new beginning. Peter’s “then” is logical and points to a hoped-for consequence. He speaks on behalf of the Twelve. His emphatic “we” contrasts their having left all and followed Jesus with the rich young man’s sad departure upon Jesus’ telling him to sell all, give to the poor, and follow him. “Behold” emphasizes the contrast. 28And Jesus said to them, “Amen I tell you that you who’ve followed me—in the regeneration
even you
will sit on twelve thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel whenever the Son of Man sits on the throne of his glory [= his glorious throne].” Since Peter spoke on behalf of the Twelve, Jesus addresses “them,” not just Peter. Jesus’ emphatic “even you” matches Peter’s emphatic “we,” and “Amen I tell you” adds further force to Jesus’ promise of compensation. In the promise, sitting on twelve thrones and judging the twelve tribes of Israel compensate for following Jesus and suit the nature of a kingdom. In 5:18; 24:35 he speaks of the passing away of heaven and earth. So “the regeneration” refers to their renewal or, to use the terminology of Isaiah 65:17; 66:22; 2 Peter 3:13; Revelation 21:1, “a new heaven and a new earth” (compare Hebrews 12:25–29). Just as “the Son of Man . . . will sit on the throne of his glory,” with all nations gathered before him, to separate the righteous and the unrighteous from each other and assign them their respective fates (25:31–46), here Jesus promises the Twelve that they’ll sit on twelve thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel similarly. But “of his glory” exalts the Son of Man’s throne above the thrones of the Twelve, so that the Twelve are promised to assist him in judging those tribes.

19:29–30: “And everyone who as such has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or fields for my name’s sake will receive a hundred times as much and inherit eternal life.
30But many first ones will be last, and [many] last ones first.” “As such” stresses the feature of having left houses, brothers, and so forth. “Everyone” stresses that no person who has done so will be left uncompensated. The list of things left defines the “all” in Peter’s statement, “Behold, we’ve left all” (19:27). For the order of those things listed, see the comments on Mark 10:29. “For my name’s sake” alludes to the calling of Jesus “ ‘Immanuel,’ which is translated ‘God [is] with us,’ ” by “his people” (1:21–23). “Will receive a hundred times as much” is reminiscent of the hundredfold yield in the good soil of 13:8, 23 but looks forward here to corresponding compensation in the coming kingdom. “And will inherit eternal life” puts the compensation in familial terms (compare 12:46–50). The coming parable will define the “many first ones” who’ll be “last” as Jews, and the “[many] last ones” who’ll be “first” as Gentiles (20:1–16; compare 8:11–12 and the expansion in chapter 10 of a Jewish mission to include Gentiles as well; also 28:18–20 for the discipling of all nations after Jesus’ resurrection).

20:1–2: “For the kingdom of heaven is like a man, a houseowner [in the sense of a landowner], who as such [= in his capacity as a landowner] went out together with the early morning to hire workers for his vineyard.” The chapter break is unfortunate, because Jesus continues without interruption. In fact, “For the kingdom of heaven is like . . .” makes the following parable substantiate and explain the saying in 19:30: “But many first ones will be last, and [many] last ones first.” As already in 10:25; 13:27, “a houseowner” stands for Jesus. The houseowner’s hiring of “workers” harks back to Jesus’ sending the Twelve as “workers” to gather a harvest of converts (9:36–10:5a) and suits Matthew’s emphasis on good works (see, for example, 5:16; 21:28–32). “Together with the early morning” is a striking way of saying “early in the morning” that stresses the earliness of this hiring. The stress will contribute to a contrast with a very late hiring yet to come. The metaphor of a vineyard comes from the Old Testament (see especially Isaiah 5:1–7; Jeremiah 12:10). 2“And on agreeing with the workers on a denarius for the day [the normal wage for one day of work by a manual laborer], he sent them into his vineyard.” This agreement will later leave these early comers, “first ones,” without grounds for grumbling.

20:3–7: “And on going out about the third hour, he saw others standing in the marketplace without work.
4And he said to those, ‘You too go into the vineyard, and I’ll give you [as a wage] whatever is right.’ And they went off [into the vineyard].” The twelve hours of day were counted from sunrise, when work began. So “about the third hour” means “about 9:00 A.M.” This time the houseowner doesn’t go out to hire workers. But on seeing some unemployed men he hires them anyway. “You too go” either assumes they’d seen him hire the first batch of workers or, more probably, represents the vantage point of the houseowner. As to a wage, the present batch trust his justice. 5“And again, on going out about the sixth [hour] and ninth hour [= about noon and 3:00 P.M.], he did likewise.
6And on going out about the eleventh [hour (= about 5:00 P.M.)], he found others standing [in the marketplace]. And he says to them, ‘Why are you standing here the whole day without work?’
7They say to him, ‘Because no one has hired us.’ He says to them, ‘You too go into the vineyard.’ ” Because the workers hired at the eleventh hour will become a focus of this parable, the dialogue of the employer with them comes alive with the present tense in “he says,” “They say,” and “He says.” The lack of an introductory “And” or “But” in the last two of these phrases adds to the liveliness. Jesus leaves it to be inferred that those hired later than the morning went off into the vineyard just as did the first- and second-hired workers. So some worked twelve hours, some nine, some six, some three, and some only one.

20:8–12: “And when evening came, the owner of the vineyard tells his foreman, ‘Call the workers and give back [in return for the work] the hire [= wage], beginning from the last ones [hired and proceeding] to the first ones [hired].’ ” Since “owner” translates the word elsewhere translated “Lord,” the landowner appears again to stand for Jesus, “the Lord of the harvest” (9:38). The present tense of “tells” emphasizes the upcoming payment and what it represents. The practice of paying workers every day comes from the Old Testament (see Leviticus 19:13; Deuteronomy 24:14–15). The singular of “the wage” derives from the single denarius each worker is going to receive. Ordinarily, the early comers would receive their wage first and leave without seeing how much the later comers receive. But Jesus reverses the expected order of payment to illustrate the firstness of the last and the lastness of the first in accordance with 19:30 and to make possible the grumbling of the early comers (20:11–12). 9“And on coming [to receive their wage], the ones [who’d been hired] about the eleventh hour received a denarius each.
10And on coming, the first ones [hired] supposed that they will receive more. And they—they too received the denarius each.” “They will receive more” makes for a stronger supposition than the expected “they would receive more.” Skipping over the ones hired at intermediate hours lays a heavy weight of emphasis on the reception of only a denarius by those who’d worked a full twelve hours. Adding to this weight is the construction, “And they—they too,” which could also be translated, “And they—even they.” 11“And on receiving [a denarius each], they started grumbling against the houseowner,
12saying, ‘These last ones made one hour, and you’ve made them equal to us who’ve borne the burden of the day and the scorching east wind.’ ” The repetition of “the houseowner” (compare 20:1) reemphasizes the sovereignty of Jesus, whom he represents. In the first comers’ grumbling there’s a wordplay: “made one hour” means “worked one hour,” whereas “you’ve made them equal” means “you’ve treated them as equal.” The first comers charge their employer with two injustices: (1) failure to take account of the difference between twelve hours of work and one hour of work and (2) failure to take account of the difference between the burdensome heat and scorching east wind of midday and the cool and calm of late afternoon. The absence of a polite address shows the first comers’ indignation. In contrast, the employer will address one of them politely, even affectionately despite the affection’s being undeserved (as also in 22:12; 26:50).

20:13–16: “But he, answering one of them, said, ‘Comrade, I’m not doing you an injustice. You agreed with me on a denarius, didn’t you?
14Take your [denarius] and go. But I want to give [a denarius] to this last[-hired worker] as also [I’m giving a denarius] to you.
15It’s lawful for me, isn’t it, to do what I want with the things that belong to me? Or is your eye evil [= covetous, greedy, stingy (compare 6:23)] because I am good [compare 19:17]?’
16In this way the last ones will be first, and the first ones [will be] last.” What then does Jesus mean by this parabolic explanation of the saying about first and last? His promising that the Twelve will sit on twelve thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel (19:28) shows that he took Peter’s statement and question (19:27) as a reference to Jesus’ original Jewish disciples—that is, in terms of the parable, first comers. So the latest comers in the parable stand for Gentiles who enter the church later in consequence of a carrying out of the Great Commission: “disciple all nations” (or, as it could also be translated, “disciple all the Gentiles” [28:19–20]). Thus the parable invalidates anti-Gentile bias among Jewish disciples, and demands that believing Gentiles be welcomed into the church. It’s wrong for Jewish believers (or any others) to grumble against Jesus’ generosity to others when they themselves (or any others) have received justice. Any less than a denarius would have fallen below a subsistence wage for a man supporting his family; and the denarius represents eternal life. So this payment will take place at the Last Judgment. Eternal life will come only to workers—that is, disciples—but as a gift based on generosity, not as a wage based on calculation. Those who worked all day and got exactly what they deserved are a foil to those who got far better than they deserved, as shown by the contrastive selection only of those who worked just one hour. Despite the element of work, then, the employer’s generosity consists in grace. The eleventh-hourers didn’t earn a denarius. Implicitly, this parable warns Peter not to take his statement and question in 19:27 further by way of comparing the Twelve’s sacrifices with the performance of other disciples.

  

CHURCHLY WELCOME OF THE BLIND, THE LAME, AND YOUNG PEOPLE
 Matthew 20:17–21:17
 

This passage begins with the ascent of Jesus to Jerusalem and ends with his arrival there. He predicts again his death and resurrection (20:17–19), answers a request for special honor by pointing to his service for others (20:20–28), and exemplifies such service by giving sight to two blind men (20:29–34) and entering Jerusalem and the temple to heal the blind and the lame and defend the young people who praise him there (21:1–16). In these ways he sets an example for the church to follow by way of welcoming and serving the disenfranchised.

20:17–19: And as Jesus was about to go up to Jerusalem he took along the Twelve privately and on the road said to them,
18“Behold, we’re going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be given over to the chief priests and scholars, and they’ll condemn him to death
19and give him over to the Gentiles for mocking and flogging and crucifying. And on the third day he’ll be raised [compare 16:21; 17:22–23].” “As Jesus was about to go up to Jerusalem” and “we’re going up to Jerusalem” point up Jesus’ determination to meet his fate there, a fate that he’ll interpret in 20:28 as a service performed for others. “Behold” dramatizes this determination and its soon and certain accomplishment. “Go up” reflects the steep ascent from the Jordan Valley to Jerusalem, and the privacy of Jesus’ prediction reflects his practice of reserving the secrets of the kingdom for disciples (13:11–12). But to keep the rest of the Twelve from thwarting his betrayal by Judas Iscariot, Jesus doesn’t name him as the betrayer. Despite deep theological and other differences between the chief priests and scholars, to whom Jesus will be given over, he speaks of them as a united front opposed to him (compare 16:21). They’ll condemn him to death, but because their Roman overlords reserved to themselves the right of capital punishment, they won’t be able to stone him to death (the usual Jewish method of capital punishment). So “they’ll . . . give him over to the Gentiles.” The Romans practiced crucifixion as the most demeaning form of capital punishment. For the first time Jesus specifies it as his fate. But preliminarily, he says, the Gentiles will mock and flog him. “For mocking and flogging and crucifying” indicates the results of his being given over to the Gentiles, but it also indicates the chief priests’ and scholars’ purpose in giving him over to the Gentiles (see chapters 26–27). His being raised on the third day certainly won’t conform to their purpose, though!

20:20–21: Then the mother of Zebedee’s sons approached him with her sons, [the mother] doing obeisance and asking for something from him.
21And he said to her, “What do you want?” She tells him, “Say that these two sons of mine should sit, one on your right and one on your left, in your kingdom.” “Then” correlates the mother’s request that Jesus grant her sons special honors with his just having predicted his passion and resurrection. The present tense of “tells” introduces the request with verve, but the request overlooks the passion of Jesus and settles on his kingdom following the resurrection. He himself has claimed, and will yet claim, the kingdom for himself (13:41; 16:28; 25:31, 34, 40). So her attributing it to him combines with her doing obeisance, which at least for Matthew and his audience means “worshiping,” to highlight the deity of Jesus. But in addition to the overlooking of his passion, her asking him at first for an indefinite “something” (so that he asks her to specify her request) and her failure to address him politely (with “Lord,” for example) undermine her request. We know from 4:21; 10:2 that Zebedee’s sons are James and John, but their remaining unnamed here protects them somewhat from blame for their mother’s request. That she makes the request in behalf of them also gives them some cover. Her approaching “with them” prepares for her saying “these two sons of mine.” “Say that [they] should sit” implies that Jesus’ saying so would guarantee their occupying the positions of highest honor next to him. And sitting harks back to his promise that the Twelve will sit on twelve thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel (19:28), only the mother wants to make sure her sons’ thrones will be located immediately to the right and left of Jesus’ glorious throne.

20:22–23:
But answering, Jesus said, “You [plural] don’t know what you’re
asking for! Can you drink the cup that I’m about to drink?” They tell him, “We can!”
23He tells them, “On the one hand, you
will
drink my cup. On the other hand, to sit on my right and on my left—this isn’t mine to give; rather, [it’ll be given] to those for whom it has been prepared by my Father.” The plural of “you” brings the sons into the picture and attributes to them the request made by their mother. In other words, she acted as their spokesperson. “The cup” stands for Jesus’ suffering and anticipates the cup at the institution of the Lord’s Supper (26:17–28 [see also 26:39]). “That I’m about to drink” correlates with “as Jesus was about to go up to Jerusalem” (20:17) and indicates the purpose of his going up there. “You don’t know what you’re asking for!” implies that the kind of honor they’re asking for would require them to drink first the bitter dregs of suffering. “Can you . . . ?” implies the danger of inability to endure such a prior fate. “That I’m about to drink” implies the ability of Jesus to endure it. The present tense in “They tell him” highlights the sons’ “We can!” Jesus accepts their declaration of ability and shifts to the coming actuality of their drinking his cup. The present tense in “He tells them” highlights this actuality. “My cup” unites their suffering with his because they’ll suffer for his sake and the gospel’s just as he’ll suffer for their sake so as to bring about the gospel. Despite the unity of their suffering with his, though, the prerogative of assigning honorary positions on his right and left doesn’t belong to him. It belongs to his Father, who has already prepared those positions. Jesus doesn’t identify the honorees. Nor does he quite say that his Father has already assigned the positions, only that the positions have already been prepared for some. Whether or not the Father has already assigned the positions, think what envy would be incited by an identification of the assignees. “My Father” makes a striking contrast with “the mother of Zebedee’s sons,” and making an equally striking contrast will be the crucifixion of two bandits with Jesus, one on his right, the other on his left (27:38). James died an early martyr (Acts 12:2); and though John died a natural death according to tradition, he first suffered exile on the island of Patmos (John 21:22; Revelation 1:9).

20:24–25: And on hearing [the foregoing dialogue], the ten got indignant over the two brothers.
25But Jesus, on summoning them [the ten, since the two brothers were already with him], said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles wield lordship against them, and [that] the great ones wield authority against them.” With “over the two brothers” Matthew reminds us that the church is a brotherhood, represented here by biological brothers. “You know,” addressed to all the Twelve, contrasts with “You don’t know,” addressed earlier to the two brothers (20:22), and points to knowing something true in society at large that unbeknown to them does not hold true in their brotherhood. But Jesus will add further knowledge to what they already have (13:11–12). The Gentiles’ “great ones” recalls the disciples’ asking him who is greater in the kingdom of heaven (18:1), and the rulers’ and great ones’ wielding lordship and authority “against” the Gentiles connotes conquest by violence and government by oppression, as opposed to the beneficial service that Jesus will now talk about.

20:26–28: “It shall not be this way among you. Rather, whoever wants to become a great one among you shall be your servant,
27and whoever wants to be a first one among you shall be your slave,
28just as the Son of Man didn’t come to be served—rather, to serve, even to give his life as a ransom in substitution for many.” “Shall not be” and the two instances of “shall be” are commands just as much as predictions. For a contrast with the violence and oppressiveness of the Gentiles’ overlords, we might have expected an introductory “But” before “It shall not be this way among you.” The lack of such an introduction lends the command an emphatic abruptness. “Whoever” (twice) poses the possibility that the ten might entertain a selfish ambition like that of Zebedee’s sons in concert with their mother. For emphasis, “a great one” escalates to the superlative “a first one,” and “your servant” de-escalates to “your slave,” this latter pair also in opposition to the Gentiles’ “rulers” and “great ones.” “Your servant” and “your slave” mean service and slavery to the rest of you. Since Jesus is the disciples’ only Lord/Master and since a slave can serve only one master (6:24), for them to serve one another is to serve fellow slaves on behalf of Jesus. And not only on his behalf, also in imitation of him: “just as the Son of Man . . . .” The shift from negative, “didn’t come to be served,” to positive, “rather, to serve,” underscores the example Jesus sets. “Even to give his life [as a] ransom in substitution for many” specifies his service as the ultimate in self-sacrifice and interprets his death as substitutionary for many people. Not for many as opposed to all, but for many because the all are many. Jesus will die in their place to ransom them from slavery to Satan, sin, and death, so that they may have the eternal life which only the righteous will inherit (25:46). His slavery spells their liberation from slavery on condition of believing in him. And his death will constitute the ransom price. Jesus’ example doesn’t exclude kinds of service that fall short of giving one’s life for others. But it does point up the extent to which serving them may need to go, and did go in Jesus’ exemplary case.

20:29–31: And as they were going out from Jericho, a large crowd followed him.
30And behold, two blind [men] sitting on the edge of the road, on hearing that Jesus is passing by, shouted saying, “Lord, have mercy on us. Son of David, [have mercy on us].”
31But the crowd reprimanded them so that they’d be quiet. But they shouted louder, saying, “Lord, have mercy on us. Son of David, [have mercy on us].” “As they were going out from Jericho” puts the episodes in 19:1–20:28 between the west bank of the Jordan River and the city of Jericho. The following of Jesus by a large crowd stands as often in this Gospel for the future masses of professing disciples from all nations. “Behold” calls special attention to the two blind men. For Matthew and his audience, their shouting “Lord” two times puts a double emphasis on Jesus’ divine lordship, and their shouting “Son of David” two times puts a double emphasis on Jesus’ human kingship. Their double plea for mercy (the second one implied) asks him to exercise the mercy that he commanded others to exercise (9:13; 12:7 [compare 5:7]). The greater loudness of their shouting a second time and its coming despite the crowd’s reprimand strengthen the plea.

20:32–34: And on standing still, Jesus called them and said, “What do you want [that] I should do for you?”
33They say to him, “Lord, that our eyes be open.”
34And feeling sorry [for them], Jesus touched their eyes. And immediately they saw again and followed him. “Standing still” indicates that Jesus heard the blind men’s shouts. “Called them” indicates that because he’d been “passing by,” he was already some distance from them. They’d asked for mercy; but they hadn’t specified what form the mercy should take, and if Jesus had seen them he would’ve already known they were blind and wanted sight. But he hadn’t seen them and didn’t know, so that he asks them what they want him to do for them. Their answer contains a third addressing of Jesus as “Lord,” which—whatever they meant—points up for Matthew’s audience Jesus’ deity yet again. “That our eyes be open” compares their blindness to having closed eyes. His “feeling sorry” for them shows merciful emotion. His “touch[ing] their eyes” shows merciful action. All in all, this merciful healing exemplifies service to the needy (compare 20:24–28). “They saw again” probably implies that the two men had gone blind at some earlier point. The immediacy of their seeing again highlights that the two of them have become a unique pair of eyewitnesses in that their healing testifies sufficiently—just because they’re two in number—to Jesus’ merciful service to them (compare 18:16; Numbers 35:30; Deuteronomy 17:6; 19:15). Their following Jesus now that they see again turns them into disciples whom the large crowd, representing the later, large church of Matthew’s day, should welcome into their midst though—or perhaps because—they come from a disadvantaged class.

21:1–3: And when they drew near to Jerusalem and came to Bethphage, [that is,] to the Mount of Olives [or “of Olive Trees”], then Jesus sent two disciples,
2telling them, “Go into the village opposite you. And immediately you’ll find a tethered donkey and a colt with her. On loosening [them], bring [them] to me.
3And if anyone should say anything to you, you shall say, ‘Their owner has need [of them].’ And immediately he [= the ‘anyone’ who says ‘anything’] will send them [with you here to me].” The Mount of Olives is located to the east of Jerusalem just across a ravine called the Kidron Valley. Arrival in Bethphage leaves the need for another village to which Jesus may send two of his disciples for animals. “Then” ties the arrival to the sending, but “the village opposite you” remains anonymous. The immediacy of finding the animals means that the disciples will find them at entry. They won’t have to hunt around farther inside the village. “And if anyone should say anything to you” is indefinite and ambiguous both as to possibility and content, and the succeeding verses will say nothing about anyone’s saying anything to the two disciples when they untie the animals. So the entire stress lies on Jesus’ telling the disciples to call him the animals’ “owner” in saying he needs them. “Owner” translates the word otherwise translated “Lord” and therefore alludes to Jesus’ lordship. As Lord, his ownership of the animals obliterates anyone else’s owning them and gives him the right to use them. Matthew includes nothing about Jesus’ returning the animals. So the stress stays on his divine ownership of them (contrast Mark 11:3). And their being sent to Jesus by the possible “anyone,” underlined with “immediately,” caps the stress on his owning them.

21:4–5: And this has happened in order that what was spoken through the prophet might be fulfilled, saying,
5“Say to the daughter of Zion [that is, the inhabitants of Jerusalem, built on Mount Zion], ‘Behold, your king is coming to you, meek and mounted on a donkey and on a colt, the foal of an [animal] under a yoke.’ ” “This” refers back to Jesus’ sending two of his disciples to fetch a female donkey and a colt with her. In other words, he acted deliberately so as to fulfill prophecy. “Has happened” indicates the completion of an event that has continuing significance. That is to say, this past fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy authenticates for today the messianic kingship of Jesus. “Through the prophet” implies the Lord’s using a prophet as his mouthpiece. The main part of the quoted prophecy comes from Zechariah 9:9. But that text begins with the command, “Rejoice greatly, daughter of Zion!” and goes on to announce Israel’s deliverance. But according to Matthew 21:43 God is going to transfer his kingdom to the church (compare 16:18); and in 21:10 the city of Jerusalem, located on Mount Zion, will be upset rather than joyful over Jesus’ entry (compare 2:3). So Matthew switches to a similar but contextually more appropriate line in Isaiah 62:11, “Say to the daughter of Zion,” before proceeding to Zechariah 9:9. The substitution of Isaiah’s “Say to” for Zechariah’s “Rejoice greatly” makes “Behold, your king is coming to you . . .” an evangelistic proclamation to unconverted Israel. By omitting Zechariah’s description of the king as “righteous and saving,” Matthew concentrates on Jesus the king’s being meek and mounted on a donkey and her colt. His meekness adds appeal to the evangelistic proclamation, as shown by his own invitation in 11:28–30: “[Come] here to me . . . . Take my yoke on you and learn from me, because I’m meek and humble in heart.” Since a conqueror would have mounted a warhorse, “mounted on a donkey and on a colt, the foal of an [animal] under a yoke [that is, a working mother donkey]” supports the description “meek.” “Behold” highlights Jesus’ coming as this kind of king, and “your king” and “coming to you” emphasize that the Jews need this kind of king, not a militaristic conqueror. Where Zechariah spoke in synonymous terms of only one male donkey (“the foal”) as being mounted, Matthew’s use of “donkey” for the mother in 21:2 makes “a donkey” in the present quotation the mother rather than the foal. So he has Jesus mounted both on the mother donkey in accord with 21:2 and on her foal in accord with Zechariah 9:9. Since Matthew will write that Jesus “sat,” he doesn’t mean us to think of Jesus as a trick rider standing with one foot on the mother and the other on the colt. Rather, the pairing of the two animals so closely that sitting on the one amounts to sitting on the other as well—this pairing is designed to stress the involvement of two animals, not just one, because Zechariah did mention the mother of the male foal that’s being ridden. And again, the involvement of the mother, an animal that works “under a yoke,” reinforces Jesus’ coming as a meek and humble king whose “yoke [is] comfortable” and whose “burden is light” (see 11:28–30 again).

21:6–7: And on going and doing just as Jesus had ordered them [to do],
7the disciples [that is, the two to whom he’d given instructions in 21:1–3] brought the donkey and the colt and placed on them [their outer] garments; and he sat upon them. “Going and doing just as Jesus had ordered them [to do]” spotlights exact obedience, the kind that characterizes true disciples. These same two disciples also do Jesus the honor of placing their garments on the two animals to provide him with a kind of saddle. “Upon them” differs slightly from “on them” and therefore favors that Jesus sat upon the garments. So Matthew balances the meekness of Jesus with the majesty of Jesus by picturing the two beasts as a very wide throne draped together with the same garments. Thus Jesus rides sidesaddle, so it seems, royally as well as meekly into his domain (compare the bringing of King Amaziah’s corpse to Jerusalem “on horses [plural]” [2 Kings 14:17–20]).

21:8–9: And a very large crowd spread their own garments in the road [we would say “on the road”], and others were cutting branches off the trees and spreading [them] in the road. Matthew’s description of the crowd as “very large” makes them stand for the numerous converts that were going to come into the church (28:19). “Their own garments” distinguishes their garments from those of the two disciples who have already honored Jesus with a kind of saddle. The spreading of garments and branches on the road honors him further with a kind of pavement—indeed, a double pavement—suitable for a king to ride over while his subjects only walk (compare 2 Kings 9:13). “Off the trees” alludes to the olive trees after which was named the mountain where the procession was starting (21:1). 9And the crowds going ahead of him and the [crowds] following [him] were shouting, saying, “ ‘Hosanna’ to the Son of David! ‘Favored [is] he who’s coming in the Lord’s name!’ ‘Hosanna’ in the highest [places] [Psalm 118:25–26]!” The plurality of the crowds that both precede and follow Jesus strengthens their symbolizing the numerous converts who were going to come into the church. The crowds’ preceding and following Jesus make up an honorary escort. The double “Hosanna!” heaps further honor on him. See the comments on Mark 11:9–10 for the meanings of “Hosanna,” “Favored,” “coming in the Lord’s name,” and “in the highest [places].” “To the Son of David” harks back to Jesus’ Davidic ancestry, acknowledges his succeeding to the messianic throne after the pattern of Solomon, David’s original and wise royal son, and echoes the shouts of the two men whose blindness Jesus has recently healed (compare 1:1–17; 9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 20:30–31 with 11:2, 19; 12:42).

21:10–11: And when he’d come into Jerusalem, all the city was quaked, saying, “Who is this?” “Was quaked” connotes Jesus’ divine majesty (see the comments on 8:23–24). Here the quaking has to do with a psychological shaking up of Jerusalem’s populace. “All the city” adds emphasis to the connotation of Jesus’ divine majesty. “Who is this?” exposes the Jerusalemites’ ignorance in contrast with the crowds’ knowing and acknowledging Jesus as “the Son of David.” This contrast is furthered in Matthew’s next statement: 11But the crowds were saying, “This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth of Galilee.” So standing for numerous future converts from all nations, the crowds accompanying Jesus exhibit their knowledge of him as a prophet as well as David’s son. In 13:57 he portrayed himself as a prophet: “A prophet isn’t dishonored except in [his] hometown and in his household.”

21:12–13: And Jesus entered into the temple and threw out all those who were selling and buying in the temple; and he overturned the moneychangers’ tables and the chairs of those who were selling doves. The crowds have just identified Jesus as a prophet. Now he proves the identification correct by acting as a prophet in cleansing the temple. His throwing out “all” the sellers and buyers magnifies the irresistibility of this prophet, whose divine majesty caused all Jerusalem to be psychologically quaked if not earthquaked (though earthquakes are coming in 27:51, 54; 28:2). See further the comments on Mark 11:15–16, though Matthew writes nothing about carrying vessels through the temple and doesn’t mention that the temple-cleansing occurred a day later than the triumphal entry. 13And he says to them [the sellers, buyers, and moneychangers], “It’s written, ‘My house will be called a house of prayer [Isaiah 56:7],’ but you yourselves are making it ‘a den of bandits [Jeremiah 7:11].’ ” The present tense in “he says” lays emphasis on Jesus’ prophetic word, which follows up on his prophetic deed. “It’s written” backs up the deed with scriptural authority, for Jesus didn’t come “to tear down the Law or the Prophets. . . . rather to fulfill [the Prophets]” (5:17). Isaiah 56:7 predicts that the temple will be called “a house of prayer.” This meaning would here imply that with their commerce the sellers, buyers, and moneychangers are thwarting the fulfillment of that prediction. In Matthew’s context, however, “will be called” could equally well be translated “shall be called” and understood as also a command that they are disobeying with their commerce. “You yourselves are making it ‘a den of bandits’ ” pinpoints the blame. “You yourselves are making it ‘a den of bandits’ ” contemporizes the desecration of the temple that was taking place back in Jeremiah’s day. Jesus doesn’t identify God as the speaker in the quoted Old Testament passages; so “my house” could mean Jesus’ house. If it does, he’s claiming an ownership, like his ownership of the donkeys, which justifies his cleansing the temple of the bandit-like commercialism that has taken away its proper use for prayer.

21:14–17: And blind and lame people approached him in the temple, and he healed them [compare 11:5; 15:30–31].
15And on seeing the marvelous things that he did and the children who were shouting in the temple [courts] and saying, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” the chief priests and the scholars got indignant and said to him, “Do you hear what these [children] are saying?”
16But Jesus tells them, “Yes. Haven’t you ever read, ‘Out of the mouth of infants and sucklings you have restored praise [Psalm 8:2]’?”
17And abandoning them, he went outside the city to Bethany and lodged there. According to 2 Samuel 5:8 the saying, “The blind or the lame shall not come into [the Lord’s] house,” arose out of David’s statement that he hates “the lame and the blind.” But David was using “the lame and the blind” as a figurative epithet for the Jebusites, from whom he was about to seize control of Jerusalem, and was referring to the royal palace, for the temple had yet to be built. So by healing physically blind and lame people in the precincts of the temple, the Lord’s house, Jesus corrects Jewish misinterpretation of David’s statement, and does so as the very son of David that the crowds have just acclaimed him to be. Furthermore, the healing of the blind and the lame means that no longer are there any blind and lame in the Lord’s house. Matthew describes the healings as “marvelous” and indicates that children now add to the crowds’ acclamation their own identical acclamation. As do the crowds, these children consist of Jesus’ disciples (see the comments on 19:13–15, and compare 18:1–6). The indignation of the chief priests and scholars at Jesus’ healing blind and lame people in the temple and at the children’s acclamation of him as the son of David leads them to ask whether he hears the acclamation—as though he might be deaf to the children’s shouting and as though he should put it to a stop. His “yes,” emphasized by the present tense of “says,” answers their question. But he counters with a question of his own that implies the chief priests and scholars have indeed read the Old Testament passages about to be quoted, so that their indignation will stand exposed as unscriptural. The infants and sucklings of Psalm 8:2 don’t quite correspond to the children in Matthew, who are old enough to visit the temple and shout an acclamation. But if even infants and sucklings can restore praise, much more can children do so. And “you have restored praise” indicates that the Lord has replaced illegitimate commerce in the temple with the children’s proper acclamation of Jesus. And this acclamation counts for praise of the Lord in the psalm, because Jesus is both Lord and “God with us” (1:23). Abandoning the chief priests and the scholars and lodging outside the city in Bethany symbolize judgment on both the city and the Jewish authorities there. Apart from this symbolism, the crowding of Jerusalem during festivals, especially during Passover, forced many pilgrims to find lodging outside the city.

  

CHURCHLY WELCOME OF TAX COLLECTORS, PROSTITUTES, AND GENTILES AS SUPPORTED BY GOD’S REJECTION OF THE JEWISH AUTHORITIES
 Matthew 21:18–22:46
 

In this section Matthew justifies the church’s welcoming tax collectors, prostitutes, and Gentiles—in general, those whom Jewish authorities despised—by stressing God’s rejection of those authorities.

THE WITHERING OF THE FIG TREE
 Matthew 21:18–22

 

21:18–19: And early in the morning, as he was returning into the city, he [Jesus] got hungry.
19And on seeing one fig tree by the road, he went to it and found nothing on it except leaves only; and he says to it, “No longer should fruit come from you—forever!” And the fig tree withered at once. “One” singles out a fig tree to represent the city of Jerusalem, into which Jesus is returning and in which his enemies, the Jewish authorities, reside. The road by which the fig tree is located has appeared several times recently as the road leading into Jerusalem (20:17, 30; 21:8) and therefore ties the fig tree symbolically to that city. Matthew avoids a horticultural explanation for Jesus’ finding nothing on the tree to eat. So the tree has no excuse for its offering nothing with which Jesus could satisfy his hunger, just as the chief priests and scholars in Jerusalem, precisely because they had read Psalm 8:2, lacked an excuse for getting indignant at the children’s acclamation of Jesus in the temple (21:14–16). The redundancy of “nothing” and “leaves only” intensifies the authorities’ lack of an excuse and of the fruit consisting in faith and good deeds. The present tense in “he says” underscores the following pronouncement of judgment—a judgment that corresponds to the symbolism in Jesus’ having abandoned the authorities and gone outside their city (21:17). In the pronouncement itself, inability to bear fruit represents punishment; and “no longer . . . forever” puts a double emphasis on the eternality of punishment for the morally fruitless Jerusalemites. The immediacy of the fig tree’s withering dramatizes their coming judgment.

21:20–22: And on seeing [the withering], the disciples marveled, saying, “How is it that the fig tree withered at once?”
21And answering, Jesus said to them, “Amen I tell you, if you were to have faith and not doubt, not only will you do the thing of the fig tree [= its withering], but even if you were to say to this mountain, ‘Be lifted up and thrown into the sea,’ it’ll happen.
22And you’ll receive all things, however many they are, that you, if believing, might ask for in prayer.” The immediacy of the withering makes the disciples marvel, just as Jesus’ healing blind and lame people in the temple made the evangelist Matthew describe the healings as marvels (21:14–15). This marvelous immediacy stresses the certainty of eternal punishment for the Jerusalemites. The fulfillment of Jesus’ symbolic pronouncement is as good as already done. The disciples ask about the fact of immediate withering (“How is it that . . . ?”). Jesus answers in terms of the method by which they too could perform such a marvel, though they hadn’t asked for such instruction (“How did the fig tree wither at once?” as the text could also be translated). As usually in Matthew, Jesus is augmenting their knowledge with further knowledge (13:11–12). “Amen I tell you” stresses the truth of his answer, and the answer sets forth praying with faith as the method. “And not doubt” defines “faith” negatively. “Believing” defines it positively (though in Matthew’s original Greek “believing” is the verb form of “faith” or, the other way around, “faith” is the noun form of “believing”). Mountains represented stability of the highest degree (see the comments on 17:20). So the success of merely telling with faith “this mountain” (the Mount of Olives according to 21:1) to be lifted up and thrown into the sea (probably the Dead Sea, visible from the Mount of Olives on a clear day) represents the peak of the power of undoubting faith. “Even if” underlines this mind-boggling power. But who does the lifting and throwing? Jesus’ following reference to prayer points to God. The lack of an explicit mention of God leaves emphasis on the power of faith, however. And “all things, however many they are” multiplies beyond counting the possibilities of answers to prayer offered in faith.

JESUS’ AUTHORITY AND THE PARABLE OF THE TWO SONS
 Matthew 21:23–32

 

21:23: And after he’d gone into the temple [its courts and cloisters, not the sanctuary, which was off-limits to lay people like Jesus], as he was teaching [there] the chief priests and the elders of the people approached him, saying, “By what sort of authority are you doing these things? And who gave you this authority?” Jesus’ cleansing of the temple and performance of healings there took place the preceding day, and Matthew writes that Jesus is now teaching. So “these things” that the chief priests and elders refer to must at least include the teaching. Perhaps they’re limited to the things he’s teaching, so that the chief priests and elders challenge “this authority” of his to teach in the temple. Matthew attaches “of the people” to “the elders” to link the general populace of Jerusalem with the elders in opposition to Jesus (see 27:25). By failing to address him respectfully—say, with “Teacher” or “Rabbi”—the chief priests and elders show their contempt for him. “What sort of . . . ?” centers attention on the nature of the authority they ask him to cite. “And who . . . ?” centers attention on its source, if he has any authority. They don’t think he does, of course. Their questions aren’t designed to elicit information—rather, to embarrass Jesus, to expose him as an imposter. So he’ll play with them at their own game.

21:24–25a: And answering, Jesus said to them, “I’ll also ask you one word [= one thing], which if you tell me I’ll also tell you by what sort of authority I’m doing these things.” Jesus will question them as they’ve questioned him. But it’ll take only one question of his to embarrass them, whereas their two questions will have failed to embarrass him. Here’s Jesus’ question: 25a“John’s baptism [that is, baptism as administered by John the baptizer]—where was it from? From heaven [and therefore from God, ‘heaven’ being a reverential substitute for God’s name] or from human beings [‘from’ in the sense of derivation and consequent authority, or lack thereof]?” The sort of authority asked about depends on the source of that authority. So Jesus focuses on two possible sources of John’s authority to baptize.

21:25b–26: But they started reasoning among themselves, saying, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he’ll say to us, ‘Why then didn’t you believe him?’
26But if we say, ‘From human beings’—we fear the crowd, for they all hold John as [= to be] a prophet.” John predicted that the one coming after him—that is, Jesus—would be stronger than he was (3:11). So if the chief priests and elders attribute heavenly authority to John’s baptism, Jesus will ask them why they didn’t believe John’s prediction that Jesus has fulfilled, as proved by the marvels they’ve seen him perform the previous day right in the temple. From the quotation of Scripture in 3:3, of course, Matthew’s audience know that John’s baptism had divine authority behind it. “The crowd” consists of those who submitted to John’s baptism because they considered him a prophet and who now follow Jesus as the stronger one predicted by John. With “we fear the crowd” the chief priests and elders confess to one another their principle of expedience and thus expose their guilt to Matthew and his audience. This fear of the crowd is exacerbated by its breaking into the dialogue before the consequence of saying “From human beings” is drawn. The consequence is never drawn, in fact, so that the accent stays on the chief priests’ and elders’ fear of the crowd. “They all” points to the universality of this crowd’s holding John to be a prophet (compare 14:5).

21:27: And answering Jesus, they said, “We don’t know.” So with a single question he has reduced them to the embarrassment that their two questions were designed to reduce him. He told them—even he, “Neither am I telling you by what sort of authority I’m doing these things.” The abruptness of Jesus’ answer (there’s no “And” or “But” introducing “He said”) signals victory: Game over! Jesus wins! And “even he” spotlights him as the winner. The chief priests and elders didn’t really want to know the nature and source of his authority. They only wanted to embarrass him. So he doesn’t tell them what they didn’t want to know anyway, and embarrasses them instead.

The game of embarrassment has ended, but Jesus continues speaking to the chief priests and elders. 21:28–32: “But how does it seem to you? A man had two boys [here in the sense of offspring rather than youngsters]. And on approaching the first, he said, ‘Boy, go work today in the vineyard.’
29But answering, he said, ‘I’m not willing.’ But on suffering remorse later on, he went off [into the vineyard].
30And on approaching the other [offspring], he [the father] spoke the same way as [he’d spoken to the first one]. And answering, he said, ‘I [am willing], master,’ and he didn’t go off [into the vineyard].
31Which of the two did the father’s will?” They [the chief priests and elders] say, “The first.” Jesus says to them, “Amen I tell you that the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going ahead of you into the kingdom of God [compare 9:10–11].
32For John came to you in the way [= path, road] of righteousness, and you didn’t believe him. But the tax collectors and the prostitutes did believe him. But you, on seeing [that they did], didn’t even suffer remorse later on so as to believe him.”

This parable initiates a series of three parables, each having to do with the Jewish authorities’ rejection of Jesus and John his predecessor (see also 21:33–46 and 22:1–14). The lack of an address such as “father” in the first boy’s statement of unwillingness shows insolence, but the following remorse and going off to the vineyard show repentance. The second boy’s address, “master,” surpasses the expected address, “father.” Moreover, his leaving “am willing” to be inferred after “I” makes it sound as though his willingness can be taken for granted. Yet his failure to go work in the vineyard belies his profession of respectful willingness (compare the Jewish authorities’ hypocrisy). Since “master” translates the word elsewhere translated “Lord,” the command to go work represents Jesus’ commanding the good deeds of Christian discipleship (in 5:14–16, for example). The present tense in “They say” and “Jesus says” enlivens the exchange between Jesus and the Jewish authorities. “Amen I tell you” puts extra weight on Jesus’ response to their answer, which answer unwittingly amounted to a self-condemnation. In Matthew we usually read about “the kingdom of heaven.” Here, however, we read about the “kingdom of God,” because the vineyard represents his kingdom. The tax collectors’ and prostitutes’ “going ahead” of the chief priests and elders doesn’t imply that these Jewish authorities will enter the kingdom after the others do. For the authorities are unbelievers, as Jesus proceeds to say. They’re standing still while by faith the tax collectors and prostitutes are going on in. John’s coming “in the way of righteousness” implies that believing him entailed repentance in accord with the content of his message and with the character of his baptism. It also confirms that working in the vineyard represents doing the good deeds that are in keeping with repentance (see 3:1–10 [compare Psalm 1:6; Proverbs 8:20; 12:28; 16:31]). Not only did John preach righteousness as “the way of the Lord” (3:3). He himself trod the way of righteousness when he baptized Jesus (see 3:15). Believing and not believing John stem from Jesus’ having raised the question of John’s baptism in 21:23–27. The second boy isn’t said to have seen his brother’s conversion. But Jesus goes beyond the parable in saying that the chief priests and elders, represented by the second boy, did see the conversion of the tax collectors and prostitutes yet didn’t follow suit. So the guilt of their unbelief looms even larger than that of the second boy, who had pretended his willingness to work in the vineyard but didn’t.

THE TRANSFERAL OF GOD’S KINGDOM FROM THE JEWISH AUTHORITIES TO THE CHURCH
 Matthew 21:33–46

 

Now Jesus tells another parable concerning a vineyard. The parable deals with tenant farmers, who stand for the chief priests and elders (21:23).

21:33: “Hear another parable: There was a man, a houseowner [= landowner] who as such planted a vineyard and put a fence around it and dug in it a winepress and built a tower [in it] and gave it out [= leased the vineyard] to [tenant] farmers and went on a journey [compare Isaiah 5:1–2].” The command to hear recollects similar commands in chapter 13 (especially) and reminds us that Jesus will build his church on the bedrock of his words (see 16:18 with 7:24–25). Since this parable will later feature the son, representing Jesus, the owner himself represents God the Father rather than Jesus. The fence protected the vineyard from wild beasts and other intruders. The tower served as a shelter and high vantage point for a watchman.

21:34–36: “And when the season of fruits [= harvest time] drew near, he sent his slaves to the farmers to take his fruits.
35And on taking his slaves, the farmers beat one and killed one and stoned one [compare 2 Chronicles 24:20–22].” “Fruits” stand for good deeds in keeping with repentance (3:8). “The season of fruits” and its “draw[ing] near” stand for the kingdom’s having drawn near so as to necessitate the doing of those good deeds. The drawing near also harks back to Jesus’ drawing near to Jerusalem (21:1), where in God the Father’s behalf he should receive from the Jewish authorities a like payment of good deeds in keeping with repentance. The farmers’ “taking his slaves” reverses what should have happened—that is, reverses the slaves’ “tak[ing] his fruits.” Ordinarily, tenant farmers were bound to pay their lessor only a portion of the harvest, as in Mark 12:2: “some fruits of the vineyard” (similarly Luke 20:10). Here, “to take his fruits” overlooks such a limitation and implies that all the harvest belongs to the lessor, who had, after all, gone to a lot of trouble in establishing the vineyard. Thus the theological symbolism of God’s demanding the totality of people’s lives swallows up economic realism. In 23:37 Jesus will speak of Jerusalem’s killing and stoning the prophets sent to them. So the slaves in this parable that are beaten, killed, and stoned stand for mistreated Old Testament prophets. Stoning carries the connotation of execution on grounds of religious apostasy and therefore implies disgrace as well as death (see especially Deuteronomy 13:1–11). For a long time, then, Jewish authorities in Jerusalem have treated God’s true prophets as false prophets. 36“Again he sent other slaves, more than the first ones; and they [the tenant farmers] treated them the same way.” These more numerous other slaves represent later prophets in the Old Testament period, more numerous than the earlier ones (compare Jeremiah 7:25–26). The maltreatment of them in addition to the maltreatment of the slaves sent earlier heaps more guilt on the farmers and, through them, on the current Jewish authorities and their predecessors. Their behavior is inexcusable. The unrealism of the owner’s sending more slaves after the beating, killing, and stoning of the first three intensifies the guilt by highlighting the owner’s forbearance in giving the farmers a further opportunity to pay him.

At this point we don’t expect the owner to send anyone else, but to go himself. It therefore comes as a surprise to read in 21:37–39: “And later on he sent his son to them, saying, ‘They’ll respect my son.’
38But on seeing the son, the farmers said among themselves, ‘This is the heir. Here! Let’s kill him and possess his inheritance!’
39And on taking him, they threw [him] outside the vineyard and killed [him].” The son represents Jesus. “Later on” reflects the delay of God’s sending Jesus his Son after the sending of prophets in Old Testament times. In their culture it would be expected that peasants such as the tenant farmers would accede to someone of the son’s status. After all, he’s the son of the owner. But the owner’s saying, “They’ll respect my son,” adds pathos to the killing of his son by the farmers. Their speaking “among themselves” recalls the chief priests’ and elders’ reasoning “among themselves” and thereby confirms that the farmers represent those Jewish authorities. “This is the heir” implies the farmers think the owner has died and that the son is coming to take over the vineyard as his inheritance. So by killing him they can possess the vineyard by squatters’ rights. But before killing him they take him and throw him outside the vineyard, just as Jesus will be crucified outside Jerusalem (27:32; Hebrews 13:12–13). Throwing the son outside shows how utterly the farmers reject the son, and therefore how utterly the Jewish authorities in Jerusalem will reject Jesus.

The delusion that the owner has died makes for an ironic turn of events in 21:40–41, which Jesus introduces with a question: “Therefore, whenever the owner [= ‘Lord’] of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those farmers?” “Those farmers” puts them at a moral distance to stress their wickedness. 41They [the chief priests and elders, represented by the farmers] tell him, “He’ll destroy them horribly, horrible [as they are], and lease the vineyard to other farmers, who as such [= as different from the horrible first ones] will give back to him the fruits in their seasons [compare Psalm 1:3].” By answering Jesus’ question in this way the Jewish authorities unwittingly pronounce judgment on themselves, with emphasis on their own evil and on the severity of the judgment that God, represented by the owner, will inflict on them—as in fact he did at the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in A.D. 70. The abruptness and present tense in “They say” dramatize their unwitting pronouncement of judgment on themselves. But who are the “other farmers” to whom the owner will lease his vineyard? Jesus will answer this question shortly. In the meantime, though, the chief priests and elders are not only pronouncing horrible judgment on their horrible selves. They’re also predicting their replacement by others, who’ll give back to God the fruits consisting in good deeds that accord with repentance. The plural in the phrase “in their seasons” looks forward to the prolongation and regularity of such giving back to God.

Just as “They say to him” introduced the Jewish authorities’ answer abruptly and emphatically, so too does “Jesus says to them” now introduce his identification of the “other farmers” who’ll replace them. 21:42–44: Jesus says to them [note the present tense and the lack of an initial “And” or “But”], “Haven’t you ever read in the Scriptures, ‘The stone that the builders rejected—this has turned into the head of an angle. This [head of an angle] has come on the scene from the Lord and is marvelous in our eyes [Psalm 118:22–23]’?
43On account of this I tell you that God’s kingdom will be taken away from you and given to a nation producing its fruits.
44And the person who falls on this stone will be shattered, and on whomever it falls—it will pulverize him.” “Haven’t you ever read in the Scriptures . . . ?” implies that they have indeed read the passage that Jesus quotes; therefore they should understand the meaning of his parable. For the rejected stone, which has become “the head of an angle,” see the comments on Mark 12:9–11. “On account of this” refers to the exaltation of the rejected stone as the basis for Jesus’ following pronouncement. “I tell you” underscores the pronouncement. It’s that God’s kingdom, represented by the vineyard, will be transferred from the chief priests’ and elders’ leadership to the church—to the church as a whole (“a nation”), not just to her leaders; for not as in the Jewish nation, church members are all brothers in service to each other, and none of them is to be called “Rabbi,” “Father,” or “Tutor” (23:8–12). The church is called “a nation” because it will replace the nation of Israel with disciples from all nations, blended together into a new people of God. Implied is a comparison of this nation to a building (compare 16:18; Isaiah 5:7) whose key- or capstone will be the resurrected Jesus. But that kind of stone turns into a judgmental stone that shatters and pulverizes (see the comments on Luke 20:18 for interpretation).

21:45–46: And on hearing his parables, the chief priests and the Pharisees knew that he is speaking about them. “The elders of the people” in 21:23 are now identified theologically as “the Pharisees.” The present tense of “is speaking” underlines their and the chief priests’ coming to the realization that Jesus’ parables contained damaging representations of them. 46And though seeking to seize him, they feared the crowds, since they [the crowds] held him for a prophet. The plural of “the crowds” previews the discipling of “all nations” (28:19). The crowds’ holding Jesus to be a prophet recalls their correctly identifying him as such at the triumphal entry (21:11; compare their holding John the baptizer as a prophet in 21:26, so that the parallel between John and Jesus reappears).

  

THE SHARED CONDEMNATION OF THE JEWISH AUTHORITIES AND FALSELY PROFESSING DISCIPLES
 Matthew 22:1–14
 

22:1–3: And answering, Jesus spoke to them again in parables, saying,
2“The kingdom of heaven was like a man, a king, who as such [= as a king] made a wedding banquet for his son.
3And he sent his slaves to invite to the wedding banquet those who’d been invited. And they weren’t willing to come.” Jesus is still speaking to the chief priests and Pharisees (21:45 [compare 21:23]). The plural of “parables” includes the two preceding parables (21:28–32, 33–44) as well as the following one. The first of these three centered on the ministry of John the baptizer. The second peaked in the mission of Jesus, God’s Son. The third will now advance to the mission of the church. “Answering” makes this third parable a response to the chief priests’ and Pharisees’ understanding that in the previous parable Jesus spoke about them and to their seeking to seize him but fearing the crowd, who held him to be a prophet. “The kingdom of heaven was like a man, a king” echoes 18:23 and compares the kingdom not to the kingly man alone but also to what he proceeds to do and its consequences. Though in 25:31–46 Jesus the Son of Man will be called “the king,” here the king represents God the Father (compare 21:31, 43). But the kingdom belongs to both Jesus and his Father. The past tense in “was like” looks on the Jewish authorities’ rejection of Jesus, shortly to be portrayed, as already consummated. As in 21:37–39, but here only implicitly, the son represents Jesus. And as in 21:34–35, the first contingent of slaves represents early prophets in the Old Testament period. “To invite . . . those who’d been invited” means to call to the banquet those who had previously accepted an invitation. Their previous acceptance makes their present unwillingness to come an affront to the king and harks back to the issue of willingness versus unwillingness in the parable of the two boys (21:28–32). The wedding banquet stands for the messianic feast of salvation (compare 8:11; Revelation 19:7–9).

22:4–6: “Again he sent other slaves, saying, ‘Tell those who’ve been invited [referring to the initial invitation that they accepted], “Behold, I’ve readied my meal. My oxen and fatlings [are] butchered, and all things [are] ready. Here! To the wedding banquet!” ’
5But they, paying no attention, went off—one to his own field, one to his business;
6and the rest, on seizing his [the king’s] slaves, manhandled and killed [them].” As in 21:36, the second contingent of slaves represents later prophets in the Old Testament period. Sending them exhibits forbearance on the king’s part. He gives the invitees a second chance despite their previous unwillingness to come. “Behold” underlines the readiness of the meal, as does also the detail of butchering and the generalization that “all things [are] ready.” Given the scarcity of meat in the diets of ordinary people at that time, the menu of oxen and fattened livestock makes the banquet specially inviting. “Here!” and “To the wedding banquet!” redouble the invitation. But “my meal” implies that the banquet was to take place in the morning, because the word for “meal” properly refers to a breakfast or a brunch. (Jesus’ use of this word leaves room for the king’s quick military attack during the balance of the day on those who refuse the invitation [22:7], so that the banquet will be delayed till darkness has fallen [22:13].) The farmer and the businessman don’t even bother to give excuses. Paying no attention to the redoubled invitation, they brusquely go off to their normal round of daily affairs. No explanation. No request to be excused. Brazen unwillingness. Refusal of a king’s invitation amounted to rebellion; but the remaining invitees do even worse by seizing, manhandling, and killing the king’s slaves, just as the Jewish authorities did to Old Testament prophets and will yet do to those who proclaim the gospel of the kingdom (23:29–36 [compare 21:33–39]).

22:7–10: “And the king was enraged and, on sending his armies, had them destroy those murderers and set their city on fire.
8Then he tells his slaves, ‘On the one hand, the wedding banquet is ready. On the other hand, those who’d been invited weren’t worthy.
9Therefore go to the outlets of the streets [that is, to the places where the city streets pierce through the walls and turn into country roads] and invite to the wedding banquet as many people as you find.’
10And on going out into the roads, those slaves gathered all whom they found, both evil people and good people. And the wedding hall was filled with recliners [on cushions placed around the tables].” The king’s rage represents the wrath of God, directed as it is against those who ignore his invitation to the banquet of salvation, and especially against those who like the chief priests and Pharisees make pretense of willingness to come (compare 3:7 and the boy in 21:30). “Sending his armies” indicates a wholesale military expedition. “Destroyed those murderers” echoes the destruction of the murderous tenant farmers in 21:41 and points toward the eternal destruction of the ungodly (5:29–30; 10:28, in which passages destruction means ruination rather than annihilation). Just as Isaiah 5:1–2 provided background for the preceding parable of the vineyard (see especially 21:33), so too does Isaiah 5:24–25 provide background for the king’s having his armies torch the city. For Isaiah’s parable about the Lord’s vineyard leads to a threat against Jerusalem that reaches a climax in “fire” and “flame [compare the king’s having the city set on fire] . . . for they’ve rejected the law of the Lord of hosts [compare Jesus’ preoccupation with the Law in Matthew’s Gospel] . . . . Therefore the Lord’s rage has burned against his people [compare the king’s rage here]; and he has stretched out his hand against them and struck them down; . . . and their corpses were like garbage in the middle of the streets [compare the destruction of the murderers here, also the mention of streets].” The setting of the city on fire points forward to the eternal fire of gehenna (= hell [5:22; 18:8–9; 25:46; see also 3:10–12; 7:19; 13:40–42, 49–50]). “Those murderers” and “their city” put them at a moral distance and imply a separation between Jerusalem and God’s kingdom (compare “those tenant farmers” in 21:40; “their scholars” in 7:29; “their cities” in 11:1; and “their [or ‘your’] synagogues” six times throughout Matthew).

The present tense in “Then he tells his slaves” accentuates the king’s commissioning a third contingent of slaves. Since the earlier-mentioned slaves were killed, we have to think here of further slaves. If the first two contingents represented earlier and later Old Testament prophets, as they certainly did in 21:34–36, and if the destruction of the murderers and burning of their city symbolized God’s rejecting the Jewish authorities based in Jerusalem, this third sending of slaves stands for the mission of the church to disciple all nations, beginning right after Jesus’ resurrection. In fact, the command of the king to his slaves that they “go” will be echoed in the Great Commission (28:19). The unworthiness of the initial invitees, now destroyed in the parable but still representing the chief priests and Pharisees—their unworthiness consisted in a refusal to come by way of repenting and producing “fruit in keeping with [literally, ‘worthy of’] repentance” (3:7–8 [compare 10:11–13, 37–38]). “Therefore” makes the initial invitees’—that is, the Jewish authorities’—unworthiness the reason for going out into country roads to invite others—that is, to invite all nations to the banquet of salvation. The city has gone up in smoke; so people will be found only in the countryside, representing the whole wide world. “Those slaves” puts them at a geographical (not moral) distance because of their far-flung mission (compare Acts 1:8). “As many people as you find” combines with “both evil people and good people” to portray the church, resulting from a carrying out of the Great Commission, as made up of false as well as true disciples or, to use one of Jesus’ figures of speech, tares as well as wheat (13:24–30, 36–43 [compare 13:47–50; 25:1–13]). This portrayal sets the stage for 22:11–14. The filling of the wedding hall represents evangelistic success throughout the inhabited earth (compare 24:14), but Jesus’ having mentioned the evil people before the good people reflects concern over a preponderance of false disciples (compare 7:13–14, 24–27).

22:11–14: “And on entering [the wedding hall] to view the recliners [at table], the king saw there a man not garbed with a wedding garment.
12And he says to him, ‘Comrade, how is it that you came in here not having a wedding garment?’ But he was muzzled [a figure of speech for being reduced to silence, here by the king’s question].
13Then the king said to the servants [who’ve been serving the food], ‘After binding his feet and hands, throw him into the darkness farther outside. Weeping and gritting of teeth will be there.
14For many are invited, but few [are] selected.’ ” This appendage to the parable warns against false discipleship. In first-century Middle Eastern culture a host might have his guests eat by themselves but come in on them during their meal. The present host, a king, is affronted by a recliner at table who isn’t wearing a wedding garment. A wedding garment probably means a newly washed garment (compare Zechariah 3:3–5; Revelation 3:4–5, 18; 19:8; 22:14). It stands for good deeds that give evidence of true discipleship. Jesus doesn’t bother himself with the question how country folk could have washed and dried their garments in time for the banquet. After all, the slaves had gone out and gathered them, apparently in such a way as to allow no interval between their being invited and their coming. Are we to infer that the king made available a clean garment for each guest (compare 2 Kings 25:29; Esther 6:7–9; Revelation 19:7–9)? Probably not, since Jesus offers no hint to that effect. The present tense in “he says to him” underscores the unacceptability of coming to the banquet without a wedding garment, that is, the unacceptability of false discipleship. Despite the affront to him, the king addresses the man not wearing a wedding garment with a polite, even affectionate, “Comrade” (compare 20:13; 26:50). “How is it that?” introduces a question concerning the right to enter, not the means of entrance. “But he was muzzled” points up this guest’s lack of an excuse (compare 22:34). Likewise, false disciples in the church have no excuse for their falsity and will be judged accordingly.

Earlier in this parable, a third contingent of slaves represented disciples carrying out the Great Commission (22:8–10; compare 28:18–19). Still earlier in Matthew, though, it was angels who gathered false disciples out of the kingdom and threw them into a fiery furnace (13:41–42). So Jesus switches now from “the slaves” to “the servants.” As a result, the servants differ from the slaves and represent the same angels that did the judgmental work in the parables of the tares and foul fish. And just as in the parable of the tares angels bound the tares and threw them into the fiery furnace, so too the servants are told to bind the man without a wedding garment and throw him out—but here into the darkness outside the wedding hall. “Farther outside” stresses the distance of that darkness from the hall. Such a distance precludes any hope of re-entry later on, as does also the binding of feet and hands. No means of locomotion are left. “Weeping” indicates sorrow over exclusion from eternal salvation. “Gritting of teeth” comes from the pain of eternal punishment. And why this fate? Because “many are invited, but few [are] selected” (compare 7:13–14). “Many” describes as numerous “all whom they [the king’s slaves] found, both evil people and good people” (22:10). That is, the “many” represent the massive mixture of false and true disciples in the church. By the same token, the “few” represent the minority in that mixture who manifest genuineness of discipleship with deeds of righteousness. Since only one wedding guest is thrown into the darkness of night, whereas the rest of the guests remain in the lighted wedding hall, the proportions seem topsy-turvy. But Jesus could hardly have emptied the wedding hall of most of the king’s guests without ruining the festivities. So turning the proportions upside down with “few [are] selected” goes to show the pervasiveness of false profession in the church and the strength of Jesus’ concern over that problem.

The parable has contained a large number of unrealistic features: (1) the unwillingness to come of those who’d previously accepted an invitation; (2) their pleading no excuse and not even asking to be excused; (3) the concert of their refusal to come; (4) the repetition of the invitation even after such a refusal; (5) the refusers’ manhandling and murdering the slaves who brought a gracious re-invitation; (6) the king’s sending his armies to his own city; (7) the king’s sending them to torch his own city; (8) the carrying out of this military expedition on the afternoon of the very day of the wedding banquet; (9) the delay of the banquet only till evening; (10) the holding of the banquet in the burned-out city; (11) the bringing in of guests formerly deemed unsuitable; (12) a man’s getting in without a wedding garment; and (13) the others’ having wedding garments without any indication of how they could have gotten them so quickly. But all these unrealisms highlight the points of the parable: (1) the Jewish authorities’ damnable rejection of God’s invitation to the banquet of salvation; (2) the judgment coming on them for that rejection; (3) the successful shifting of evangelistic effort to all nations; and (4) the frightful fate of false disciples who have come into the church as a result of that effort.

  

THE EVIL OF THE PHARISEES IN TESTING JESUS ON THE ISSUE OF PAYING TAXES TO CAESAR
 Matthew 22:15–22
 

22:15–17: Then, after going, the Pharisees took counsel so that they might trap him in a word [= in a statement of his].
16And they send to him their disciples with the Herodians, saying, “Teacher, we know that you’re truthful [contrast the chief priests’ and elders’ untruthful claim in 21:27 not to know the origin of John’s baptism] and teach God’s way in truth [= truthfully], and [that] it doesn’t matter to you about anyone, for you don’t look into the face of human beings [in other words, you don’t care what anybody thinks about you, because you’re not impressed by their appearance, superficial as it is].” Thus the attempt to trap Jesus begins with a respectful address (“Teacher”) and fulsome flattery designed to mask from him the purpose of entrapment. For Matthew’s audience, though, the present tense in “they send” stresses this purpose and, ironically, the actual truth of what they intend only as flattery. Sending their disciples rather than going back to Jesus themselves, and sending them with the Herodians, form part of the Pharisees’ stratagem. After Jesus’ directing three successive parables against them, they hope he won’t perceive who is trying to trap him into making a self-damaging statement. It’s possible that “saying” tells what the Pharisees are saying through their disciples rather than what their disciples are saying. If so, further emphasis falls on the Pharisees’ subterfuge. Normally they and the Herodians opposed each other, but having a common enemy in Jesus now makes them co-conspirators. 17“Therefore tell us how it seems to you. Is it lawful to give [= pay] a poll tax to Caesar or not?” “Therefore” sets this request on the foundation of Jesus’ true and impartial teaching of God’s way. Concerning the Herodians, the flattery, the poll tax, and the dilemma in which the Pharisees are trying to trap Jesus, see the comments on Mark 12:13–14.

22:18–22: And knowing their evil [especially that of the Pharisees, who’d sent their disciples with the Herodians], Jesus said, “Why are you testing me, hypocrites?
19Show me the coin of [= used for paying] the poll tax.” And they brought him a denarius.
20And he says to them, “Whose image [on the denarius is] this, and [whose] inscription?”
21They say to him, “Caesar’s.” Then he says to them, “Therefore give Caesar’s things back to Caesar, and God’s things back to God.”
22And on hearing [this statement], they marveled; and leaving him, they went away. The present tense in “And he says to them,” “They say to him,” and “Then he says to them” makes for a vigorous exchange, and “Therefore” makes Jesus’ answer depend on the stamp of Caesar’s likeness and inscription on the denarius. See the comments on Mark 12:15–17 concerning the hypocrisy of Jesus’ interlocutors, the denarius, its image and superscription, Jesus’ argument, the identities of Caesar’s things and God’s things, the distinction between giving and giving back, and the marveling at Jesus’ statement.

  

THE CULPABLE ERROR OF THE SADDUCEES IN DENYING THE RESURRECTION
 Matthew 22:23–33
 

22:23–24: On that day Sadducees, saying there’s no resurrection, approached him and questioned him,
24saying, “Teacher, Moses said, ‘If some [man] were to die not having children, as next of kin his brother shall marry his wife and raise up seed [= father an heir] for his [deceased] brother [Deuteronomy 25:5; Genesis 38:8 (compare Ruth 4:5, 10)].’ ” “On that day” refers to the very day Jesus has just confounded the Pharisees on the issue of paying a poll tax to Caesar (22:15–22). The Pharisees believe in resurrection. The Sadducees don’t (Acts 23:8). So they’re going to try embarrassing Jesus, who—they seem to know—believes in resurrection as do their theological rivals the Pharisees (12:41–42). “Saying there’s no resurrection” interprets the Sadducees’ coming question as a denial of resurrection. “Teacher” introduces a scriptural question suitably but masks antagonism toward Jesus. And “Moses” comes forward to set up a possible conflict between Jesus as a teacher and Moses as a legislator. Since the Sadducees accept Moses’ law (which doesn’t refer explicitly to resurrection) but not the rest of the Old Testament (which does refer explicitly to resurrection, most clearly in Daniel 12:2; but see also Isaiah 26:19; Ezekiel 37:12–14), the Sadducees quote what’s known as the law of levirate marriage. By wordplay, “raise up” in the quotation relates also to the question of resurrection; for this verb is used for God’s raising up the dead as well as for a man’s raising up offspring (in the sexual sense, not in the sense of child-rearing). But for the Sadducees, raising up offspring was the only kind of raising up to be hoped for. “Shall marry his wife and raise up seed” issues a command, not a prediction.

22:25–28: “But there were seven brothers with us. And after marrying [a wife], the first one came to an end [= died]; and because of not having seed [= offspring], he left his wife to his brother.
26Similarly also the second and the third [married her, died without having offspring, and left her to the next brother] up to the seven [all of whom did the same].
27And later than all [the seven], the woman died.
28In the resurrection, therefore, of the seven whose wife will she be? For they all had her [as a wife].” The introductory “But” contrasts the just-quoted law with the following case, put forward by the Sadducees as inconsistent with the law if there’s going to be a resurrection. “With us” implies that they’re citing an actual case, though they may be pretending to do so. Such pretense would indicate deception on their part. “Seven” connotes completeness, as though the case will seal the argument against resurrection. Whereas getting married and not having seed are indicated only in participles (-ing forms of the verb), dying and leaving the wife are indicated in main verbs for a stronger contrast with resurrection. “Therefore” makes the Sadducees’ question stem from the story of the woman. According to them, resurrection would make shambles of Moses’ law by giving to the woman at one and the same time the seven husbands whom the law had required her to have one after another during her mortal life. A man might practice polygamy. Many did, including the patriarchs. But a woman? In the resurrection? Absurd! Therefore the law of levirate marriage rules out the doctrine of resurrection. How will Jesus tackle this conundrum without joining the Sadducees in a denial of resurrection, including his own as already predicted to the Twelve (16:21; 17:22–23; 20:18–19)?

22:29–30: But answering, Jesus told them, “You’re deceived because of not knowing the Scriptures and not [knowing] God’s power.
30For in the resurrection people neither marry [as men do] nor are they given in marriage [as happens to women]. Rather, they are like angels in heaven [the existence of whom the Sadducees also denied according to Acts 23:8, but see the comments on that passage for these denied angels as disembodied human spirits awaiting the resurrection of their bodies].” The Sadducees’ ignorance, declared flatly by Jesus, contrasts with the knowledge that characterizes true disciples, as he has constantly emphasized in this Gospel. In view of the Sadducees’ rejecting all the Old Testament except for Moses’ law and in view of their denying the existence of angels, Jesus’ reference to angels and use of the plural in “the Scriptures” lend sarcasm to the answer he gives the Sadducees. Presupposed by Jesus is that angels don’t marry. And the present tense in “marry,” “are . . . given in marriage,” and “are like angels in heaven” projects the future resurrection as so certain it might as well be taking place already. The Sadducees’ ignorance of God’s power has deceived them; and this ignorance consists in a failure to understand not only that he can raise the dead but also that he can change conditions of life—and that he will change them at the resurrection so as to discard the institution of marriage since immortality will make procreation and the rearing of children needless. Consequently, levirate marriage now will pose no difficulty then.

22:31–33: “And concerning the resurrection of the dead, you’ve read, haven’t you, what was spoken to you by God, saying,
32‘I am the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob [Exodus 3:6]’? He’s not the God of dead people—rather, of living people.”
33And on hearing [Jesus’ answer to the Sadducees], the crowds were awestruck at his teaching. “You’ve read, haven’t you?” implies that the Sadducees have indeed read what God spoke in the Scriptures, so that the Sadducees have no excuse for their ignorance of his power. They’ve read the Scriptures but haven’t understood them. Jesus doesn’t identify the scriptural passage where God spoke, and he substitutes “to you” for the original addressee, Moses. This substitution exacerbates the Sadducees’ ignorance in that they don’t even understand what God spoke to them. Their ignorance is inexcusable. The exacerbation of this culpable ignorance achieves yet greater intensity with the substitution of “what was spoken to you by God” where—on the analogy of “what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet” (compare 1:22; 2:15, 17, 23; 4:14; 8:17; 12:17; 13:35; 21:4; 27:9)—we would expect “what was spoken to you by the Lord through Moses.” The spokesman Moses drops out of sight altogether to let the spotlight shine solely on God as having spoken to the Sadducees—directly, it would seem. Differently from Mark 12:26–27, where “am” is left out to be only inferred in the quotation (“I [am] the God of Abraham . . . ”), here Jesus deduces from the expressed verb in the present tense (“I am the God of Abraham . . .”) that God would not and does not identify himself as now the God of those who have died without hope of resurrection. For him to do so would amount to a confession of powerlessness over death. In accord with biblical anthropology, Jesus assumes that the hope of life after death includes physical life to fulfill God’s intent for human beings at creation (compare the meaning of “resurrection” as a “standing up” of bodies that have been lying supine in graves). The amazement of the crowds “at his teaching” harks back to the Sadducees’ addressing Jesus with “Teacher” (22:24) and highlights his having confounded them with his teaching just as he’d confounded the Pharisees in the preceding episode that very day. Two down. One to go. As usual, the awestruck crowds represent the future masses who’ll come into the church as professing disciples.

  

THE PHARISEES’ GATHERING AGAINST JESUS IN A QUESTION ABOUT THE GREAT COMMANDMENT
 Matthew 22:34–40
 

22:34–36: And the Pharisees, on hearing that he’d muzzled the Sadducees, gathered together to the same [place].
35And testing him, one of them, a lawyer [= an expert in Old Testament law], questioned [Jesus]:
36“Teacher, what sort of commandment in the Law [is] great?” “He’d muzzled the Sadducees” underscores with a colorful figure of speech Jesus’ having silenced the Sadducees in the preceding episode. The Pharisees’ having heard about the muzzling shows that Jesus’ refutation of the Sadducees was so convincing that word got around. By “gather[ing] together to the same [place]” the Pharisees cast themselves in the role of heathen rulers who in the Greek version of Psalm 2:2 “gather together to the same [place]” against the Lord and his anointed (= his Christ). This antagonistic reaction to Jesus’ having muzzled the Sadducees contrasts with the crowd’s awestruck reaction and puts the Pharisees in a bad light. Though the Pharisees and Sadducees opposed each other theologically, there’s no indication here that the Pharisees took delight in the muzzling of the Sadducees. They simply want to succeed where the Sadducees failed. And by “testing” Jesus, the lawyer who represents this coalition of Pharisees casts himself in a devilish role. For it was the Devil who first tested (= tempted) Jesus (4:1, 3 [see also 16:1; 19:3; 22:18]). The address “Teacher” echoes 22:24 and, as there, introduces a scriptural question suitably but masks antagonism toward Jesus. “What sort of” suits a question of “great” in the sense of important.

22:37–40: And he told him, “ ‘You shall love the Lord your God with your whole heart and with your whole soul and with your whole mind [Deuteronomy 6:5].’
38This is the great and first commandment [in importance].
39The second [commandment is] like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as [you love] yourself [Leviticus 19:18 (compare Matthew 5:43; 19:19b)].’
40On these two commandments hangs [= depends] the whole Law, also the Prophets.” The lawyer had asked what sort of commandment was great. Jesus’ pairing of “first” with “great” implies that for him “great” escalates to “greatest.” But the lawyer’s “what sort of” left room for more than one great commandment. So Jesus adds a second commandment, great like the first one but not foremost in greatness; for as the object of your love the Lord God outranks your neighbor. The whole Law, plus the Prophets, “hangs” on these two commandments in the sense that they derive from and depend on these two, so that love for God and neighbor must permeate obedience to all the other commandments. This permeation keeps careful obedience from turning into mechanical rule-keeping. To leave emphasis on the first and second commandments, Matthew breaks off this episode without telling the lawyer’s reaction. It’s enough to know that Jesus taught the Law and the Prophets, which he came not to tear down but to fulfill (5:17–18). For the meanings of loving the Lord God with your whole heart, soul, and mind and of loving your neighbor as you love yourself, see the comments on Mark 12:29–31 (though note that to conform to the trio of phrases in Deuteronomy 6:4, Matthew omits loving God “with your whole strength”).

  

JESUS’ BESTING THE ASSEMBLED PHARISEES
 Matthew 22:41–46
 

22:41–44: But since the Pharisees had gathered together [as mentioned in 22:34], Jesus questioned them [as their lawyer had questioned him in 22:35 (see also 22:23)],
42saying, “How does it seem to you concerning the Christ? Whose son [= descendant] is he?” They say to him, “David’s.”
43He says to them, “Therefore how is it that David in the Spirit calls him ‘Lord,’ saying,
44‘The Lord [= God] said to my Lord [the Christ], “Sit at my right [hand] till I put your enemies under your feet [Psalm 110:1]” ’?” Now that Jesus’ enemies have failed miserably in their interrogation of him, he turns interrogator. “But” introduces this reversal of roles. The remention of the Pharisees’ having gathered together revives Matthew’s portrayal of them as acting like the heathen rulers in Psalm 2:2 (see the comments on 22:34). With “How does it seem to you?” Jesus echoes a locution that the Pharisees’ disciples used in questioning him (22:17). Turnabout is fair play. “The Christ” is Greek for “the Messiah” in Hebrew. The present tense and abruptness in “They say to him” and “He says to them” enliven the dialogue at its crucial points. As in 21:31, 40–41; 22:20–21, Jesus forces his enemies to answer him. At the start of his riposte “Therefore” implies the correctness of their answer: “David’s.” As a result, Jesus’ next question is protected from being misunderstood as an unscriptural denial of the Christ’s Davidic ancestry (see 1:1–17!). But the introduction of a quotation from Psalm 110:1 with “how is it that?” implies that Davidic ancestry isn’t all that needs to be said about the Christ’s pedigree. “In the Spirit” describes David as under divine inspiration when calling the Christ “Lord.” If “in the Spirit” indicates a visionary state, as it does in Revelation 1:10; 4:2; 17:3; 21:10, David’s statement gets a prophetic stamp. (The Pharisees would have agreed with Jesus on the traditional ascription of Psalm 110 to David.) “Till I put your enemies under your feet” spells out the Christ’s lordship (compare the emphasis throughout Matthew on Jesus’ deity as “God with us” and “God’s Son” as well as “Lord”).

Jesus draws a conclusion in 22:45–46: “Therefore if David calls him [the Christ] ‘Lord,’ how is it that he [the Christ] is his [David’s] son?” Matthew’s audience know the answer, of course. It’s that Joseph, himself a descendant of David, brought Jesus into David’s family line by adopting and naming Jesus, though Mary had conceived Jesus by the Holy Spirit, so that he was also David’s Lord (chapter 1). 46And no one was able to answer him a word. Neither did anyone dare from that day [forward] to question him any more. The Pharisees are flummoxed. They don’t know what Matthew’s audience know. Not even one of the Pharisees knows, and not even a word of answer comes from their lips. Nor did anyone, Pharisee or Sadducee or other, dare to question him any more. To do so would prove too embarrassing for the questioner. The redundancy of “from that day [forward]” and “any more” stresses the danger of such embarrassment.

  

JESUS’ REJECTION OF FALSELY PROFESSING JEWISH-CHRISTIAN WOULD-BE LEADERS AS PORTRAYED IN JESUS’ REJECTION OF ISRAEL’S LEADERS
 Matthew 23:1–13, 15–25:46
 

Chapters 23–25 constitute Jesus’ fifth great discourse in Matthew. It balances the first one, the Sermon on the Mount, in its length, in its association with a mountain (24:3), in Jesus’ taking the seated position of a teacher (24:3; compare 23:2), in the contrast between woes (here) and beatitudes (in the Sermon on the Mount), and in the closing judgmental scenes, each of which includes the addressing of Jesus with “Lord” by the condemned (7:21–23; 25:44–46). In their immediate context chapters 23–25 carry on and sharpen the condemnatory portrayal of Israel’s leaders already begun. Those leaders stand not only for Jewish officials who were persecuting the church at the time of Matthew’s writing, but also, it appears, for ecclesiastics—“loophole lawyers” coming from the Pharisaical sect—who had entered the church and were encouraging behavior lax by Jesus’ standards. His earlier rejection of the Jewish leaders serves as a warning to Pharisaical scholars in the church, about whose Christian profession Matthew entertains suspicion.

A PROHIBITION OF HONORIFIC TITLES IN THE CHURCH
 Matthew 23:1–12

 

23:1–2: Then Jesus spoke to the crowds and his disciples,
2saying, “The scholars and the Pharisees sat on Moses’ seat.” “Then” means “at that time,” not “later on.” Earlier on this occasion “the crowds” were awestruck at Jesus’ teaching (22:33). As usual in Matthew, they stand for the mass of disciples, both false and true, who have come into the church by Matthew’s time, whereas “the disciples” stand for the true among them (see especially the comments on 4:25–5:1; 7:28–29). Not all scholars were Pharisees, and not all Pharisees were scholars. But scholars were the most prominent Pharisees, and Pharisees were the most prominent faction in Judaism. So Jesus pairs the scholars and the Pharisees. Sitting in Moses’ seat means passing on the authoritative words of Moses, as the scholars and Pharisees did in public readings of the Law. The past tense of “sat” looks back from the standpoint of Matthew and his audience on a time when they attended synagogue and heard the scholars and Pharisees reading the Mosaic law.

23:3–7: “Therefore do and keep [in the sense of ‘obey’] all things, as many as they are, that they’ve told you [when they read the Law to you]. But don’t do according to their deeds [that is, ‘don’t imitate their behavior,’ though imitation of a teacher’s behavior was expected in addition to obeying his words]. For they speak [the Mosaic commandments] and don’t do [them].
4And they tie up heavy burdens and lay [them] on people’s shoulders, but they themselves aren’t willing to remove them with their finger [or, as we’d say, ‘they aren’t willing to lift a finger to remove the heavy burdens they’ve laid on people’s shoulders’].” “Therefore” makes hearing the Law in past attendance at synagogues the basis for Jesus’ commanding obedience to all that the scholars and Pharisees said when they read the Law in synagogues. So he’s commanding obedience to all the Law. But he isn’t commanding obedience to their interpretations, the tradition of the elders, by which they nullify the Law and against which he has put his own interpretation (15:1–20 [compare 5:21–48]). 5“But [as opposed to removing the heavy burdens] they do all their deeds for the purpose of being observed by people [compare 6:1].
For they broaden their phylacteries and lengthen [their] tassels [about which see the comments on 9:20].” “All their deeds” exempts not a single deed from the condemnation of being done for public viewing. Phylacteries were copies of texts taken from Exodus and Deuteronomy and tied to the Jews’ left hand and forehead (see, for example, Deuteronomy 6:8: “And you shall bind them [the commandments in the Law] as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as emblems on your forehead”). Broadening the phylacteries and lengthening the tassels gave the appearance of extraordinary piety. 6“And they love the prestigious couch at banquets and the prestigious seats in synagogues
7and greetings in the marketplaces and to be called ‘Rabbi’ by people.” They’re not satisfied unless they occupy the one most honorable couch beside the host (compare Luke 14:7–11; John 13:23–25; James 2:2–3). The prestigious seats in synagogues were located up front and facing the congregation, so that occupants of those seats enjoyed much visibility. Greetings of the scholars and Pharisees were fawning, starting with the address “Rabbi,” which means “my great one.” Such greetings attracted attention in marketplaces. So the heavy burdens the scholars and Pharisees place on people’s shoulders don’t consist in interpretations of the Law that are too strict. Jesus demands righteousness stricter than that of the scholars and Pharisees (5:20–48). Those heavy burdens consist, rather, in the scholars’ and Pharisees’ overbearing attempts to win people’s adulation (see further the comments on 11:28–30, especially for a contrast with the lightness of Jesus’ burden).

23:8–12: “But
you [the crowds and disciples Jesus is addressing according to 23:1]—you shouldn’t be called ‘Rabbi.’ For one is your teacher, and all you are brothers.
9And you shouldn’t call [anyone] on the earth your father. For one is your Father, the heavenly [one].
10Nor should you be called tutors, because your tutor is one, the Christ.” Here Jesus starts applying his criticism of the scholars and Pharisees to church life. An emphatic “you” underscores the application. The following series of prohibitions strikes against any striving for prestige in the church. By Matthew’s time, scholars converted from Phariseeism may have been guilty of such striving right within the church. “One,” referring in each instance to Jesus or God, stands in stark contrast to “all,” which allows no disciple to rise above the equality of Christian brotherhood and subjection to Jesus’ didactic authority. After “one is your teacher” we expect “all you are disciples,” so that the unexpected reference to “brothers” underscores that equality. There will be teachers in the church; indeed, Jesus will order his disciples to teach (28:20). But teachers shouldn’t be addressed as such; nor should fathers, authority figures though they are, be addressed as fathers. To do either one would spoil the egalitarian character of the church. 11“But your greater person will be your servant.
12And whoever will lift himself up [= exalt himself] will be lowered [= humbled], and whoever will lower himself will be lifted up.” “Will be lowered” and “will be lifted up” imply divine action, but the passive voice accents the humbling and the exalting as such. And the future tense in these expressions points forward to the Last Judgment as the time of humbling and exaltation (compare 18:4; 20:26–27).

WARNINGS AGAINST HYPOCRISY
 Matthew 23:13, 15–39

 

In 23:1–2 Jesus started speaking to the crowds and his disciples about the scholars and Pharisees. Now he starts speaking to the scholars and Pharisees a series of seven woes, translated with “alas” to indicate the sorrowful fate of the scholars and Pharisees due to their hypocrisy. Yet since there’s no introduction to indicate a shift of address (such as “And Jesus said to the scholars and the Pharisees”), the crowds and the disciples are themselves to take warning from the woes.

23:13: “But alas for you, scholars and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you’re locking the kingdom of heaven in front of people! For you yourselves aren’t entering, nor are you allowing those who are in the process of entering to enter.” Jesus portrays an open door that the scholars and Pharisees are shutting and locking in the face of others who have begun to enter the kingdom (contrast 16:19 with comments). He doesn’t specify what shutting and locking consist in. So the stress falls solely on their preventing others from entering and on the calamitous misery that is coming on the scholars and Pharisees as a result. “Hypocrites” makes their action a show of false piety, as though preventing others from entering the kingdom is a good thing to do. The earliest and best manuscripts don’t have 23:14.

23:15: “Alas for you, scholars and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you go around sea and dry [land] to make one proselyte [convert]; and whenever he becomes [a proselyte], you make him more than twice as much a son of gehenna [= somebody destined for hell] as you!” “Go around” occurred in 4:23 and 9:35 for itineration that had the purpose of making converts, and “sea and dry land” occurred in Jonah 1:9 in a context dealing as here with Gentiles to be converted. There’s irony in that the enormity of effort to make a convert has more than doubly disastrous results—also in that the enormity of effort actually contributes to the hypocrisy because the effort is itself designed to make a show of piety.

23:16–22: “Alas for you, blind guides, who say, ‘Whoever swears [an oath] by the sanctuary—it’s nothing [= the oath doesn’t have to be kept], but whoever swears by the gold of the sanctuary is obligated [to keep his oath]!’
17Foolish and blind [guides]! For which is greater [in sanctity], the gold or the sanctuary that sanctifies the gold?” The answer is so obvious that Jesus doesn’t bother to provide it. It goes without saying that as God’s house the sanctuary (which doesn’t include the surrounding courts and cloisters) has the greater sanctity, one that makes sacred any gold given to decorate it. 18“ ‘And whoever swears by the altar [just outside the sanctuary]—it’s nothing. But whoever swears by the gift upon it is obligated.’ ” “Blind guides” echoes 15:14, creates irony in that a blind person can’t act as a guide in the first place, and intimates that what the scholars and Pharisees say presents an interpretive path just as erroneous as the path taken by a blind person. The addition of “foolish” to the second occurrence of “blind” points to a destiny of hellfire and exclusion from the kingdom, as indicated by the use of “foolish” in 5:22; 7:26–27; 25:1–13 (compare making a proselyte more than doubly destined for hell [23:15]). Jesus’ calling the scholars and Pharisees “foolish” doesn’t contradict the prohibition in 5:22. For here he’s addressing the scholars and Pharisees. There he was prohibiting use of the epithet in addressing a “brother,” that is, a fellow disciple. 19“Blind [guides]! For which is greater [in sanctity], the gift or the altar that sanctifies the gift?” Again it goes without saying—hence a third occurrence of “blind”—that the altar has greater sanctity, and Exodus 29:37 says explicitly that “whatever touches the altar will be sacred.” Behind the scholars’ and Pharisees’ interpretation of oaths lies the rationale that a creditor can’t place a lien on the sanctuary or the altar. For they belong to God. So the sanctuary and the altar provide no surety and make oaths taken in their name meaningless. It’s not in the creditor’s power to seize the sanctuary or the altar if the debtor fails to pay. But a creditor might well seize the gold dedicated by his debtor for a future gift to the sanctuary, or the animal dedicated by his debtor for a future sacrifice upon the altar. By charging the scholars and Pharisees with hypocrisy in making these distinctions Jesus doesn’t approve swearing by the sanctuary and by the altar. For in 5:33–37 he prohibited swearing by anything at all. At issue here is the teaching of invalid distinctions, the following of which enables people to break certain oaths without losing a reputation for godliness and even encourages them to take oaths they can break with supposed impunity. 20“Therefore [since the sanctuary and the altar obviously have the greater sanctity] the person swearing by the altar swears by it and by all the [gifts] upon it;
21and the person swearing by the sanctuary swears by it and by the one inhabiting it [that is, God].
22And the person swearing by heaven takes an oath by God’s throne and by the one who is sitting upon it [compare 5:34].”

23:23–24: “Alas for you, scholars and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you tithe [give for religious service a tenth of] mint and dill and cumin [herbs you grow for flavoring, aroma, and medicine], and you’ve left [= neglected] the weightier matters of the Law: justice and mercy and faith! It was necessary to do these things [that is, to tithe the herbs that grow in your gardens (compare Leviticus 27:30)] and not to leave those things [that is, not to neglect those weightier matters of the Law].
24Blind guides, who strain out a gnat but swallow a camel!” Jesus affirms the necessity of obeying the Law even down to the detail of tithing lightweight garden herbs. But tithing them to make a show of piety without practicing the weightier obligations of justice, mercy, and faith constitutes hypocrisy. In 12:18 “justice” referred to God’s justice in soon opening his kingdom to believers from all nations, not from the Jewish nation alone. Jesus has called earlier for the exercise of mercy toward repentant tax collectors and sinners and toward his disciples (9:13; 12:7 [see also 5:7]). And though most translations have “faithfulness” here, elsewhere in Matthew this noun always means “faith,” especially faith in Jesus (8:10; 9:2, 22, 29; 15:28; 17:20; 21:21). So he’s saying that the Old Testament law supports his teaching not only the justice of discipling all nations to himself and the exercise of mercy toward repentant tax collectors and sinners and toward his disciples, but also faith in him—naturally, for he came to fulfill the Law and the Prophets (5:17). Since in 11:28–30 Jesus described his burden as “light” in the sense of easier to bear because of his meekness and humility, here “weightier” means “more difficult to practice,” not “more important to practice” as though it wouldn’t matter a great deal if you didn’t tithe the garden herbs. In other words, Jesus is saying that in tithing those herbs the scholars are doing what’s easier to do than practicing justice, mercy, and faith, which they neglect doing. No credit there! Another “blind guides,” emphasized as usual by its occurrence in an exclamation, rounds out this woe. The scholars and Pharisees strained out gnats (or their larvae) by pouring wine (and perhaps other drink) through a cloth or a fine wicker basket. A gnat and a camel, the smallest and largest animals seen in daily life, represented ritually unclean food that the Mosaic law commanded not to be eaten (see Leviticus 11:4, 41). Jesus’ humor, which borders on sarcasm, makes the point that the scholars’ and Pharisees’ straining gnats out of their wine is like their tithing of garden herbs for a show of punctilious piety, and that their neglect of justice, mercy, and faith is like swallowing a ritually unclean camel—as though one could swallow a camel even if it were ritually clean! This wry humor is heightened in the Aramaic language that Jesus was almost certainly speaking. For in it there’s a wordplay between galma (“a gnat”) and gamla (“a camel”).

23:25–26: “Alas for you, scholars and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you cleanse the outside of a cup and of a dish [we’d say the underside of a dish], but inwardly they are full of extortion and self-indulgence!
26Blind Pharisee, first cleanse the inside of the cup in order that also its outside may become clean.” Collectively, the cup and the dish represent the scholars and Pharisees. So “they are full of extortion and self-indulgence” means that the scholars and Pharisees as
represented by the cup and
the dish are full of extortion and self-indulgence. (A cup and a dish wouldn’t literally be full of such evils.) The extortion robs other people of what rightfully belongs to them and enables the larcenous scholars and Pharisees to live self-indulgently. This inward corruption makes their show of righteousness hypocritical. Jesus abbreviates by omitting “scholars and” between “Blind” and “Pharisee” and by omitting “and of the dish” after “the inside of the cup.” The omissions allow an individual address to the Pharisee, whose blindness has to do with overlooking his inward corruption, like overlooking residue in a dirty cup. The command to cleanse first the inside recalls Jesus’ emphasis in chapters 5–6 on the priority of inner righteousness.

23:27–28: “Alas for you, scholars and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you’re like plastered tombs, which as such [= as plastered] appear outwardly as beautiful, on the one hand. Inwardly, on the other hand, they’re full of dead people’s bones and of every impurity.
28In this way you too, on the one hand, appear outwardly to people as righteous. Inwardly, on the other hand, you’re full of hypocrisy and lawlessness.” As tombs contain within themselves ritual corruption, so the scholars and Pharisees contain within themselves moral corruption. Since Jesus’ point lies in the disguising of inward corruption, the plastering of tombs doesn’t allude to whitewashing tombs to alert people against accidentally brushing against them and thereby contracting ritual impurity. The plastering alludes rather to beautifying them to divert attention from their inward corruption (see also 6:1; 23:25, 29). “Full of dead people’s bones and of every impurity” puts a double emphasis on ritual corruption inside plastered tombs. Correspondingly, “full of hypocrisy and lawlessness” puts a double emphasis on moral corruption inside the scholars and Pharisees. Though by definition “hypocrisy” has to do with outward pretense that masks inward reality, Jesus locates hypocrisy on the inside. For there is its origin. “Lawlessness” has to do with disobeying the Old Testament law, reaffirmed and perfected by Jesus (5:17–48; 7:23; 13:41; 24:12).

23:29–33: “Alas for you, scholars and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you build the tombs of the prophets and decorate the monuments of the righteous
30and say, ‘If we’d existed in the days of our [fore]fathers, we wouldn’t have been their partners in the blood of the prophets [= “we wouldn’t have participated with them in shedding the prophets’ blood”].’
31And so you testify against yourselves that you’re sons [= descendants] of those who murdered the prophets.
32And
you—fill up the measure of your [fore]fathers!
33Snakes, offsprings of vipers, how would you flee from the judgment of gehenna?” For the combination of prophets and righteous people, see also 10:41; 13:17. The prophets contrast with those in 23:28 who are full of hypocrisy in that the prophets spoke for God at cost to themselves, whereas the hypocrites advertise themselves to their own advantage. The righteous people contrast with those in 23:28 who are full of lawlessness. Jesus interprets the scholars’ and Pharisees’ building the prophets’ tombs and decorating the monuments of righteous people as self-incriminating testimony (compare 21:31, 41; 22:21, 42). “That you’re the sons of those who murdered the prophets” means more than that the scholars and Pharisees descended from those murderers. For “sons of” connotes shared characteristics. Beyond shared characteristics, though, Jesus interprets the scholars’ and Pharisees’ building and decorating, not as a repudiation of the forefathers’ murders, but as an admission of solidarity with those murderers. And such solidarity amounts to lawlessness, a breaking of the command not to murder (5:21; 19:18). Doubtless the scholars and Pharisees would have said they built the tombs and decorated the monuments to honor the prophets and righteous people. But because of the scholars’ and Pharisees’ inward hypocrisy and lawlessness, which will come out in their murderously engineering the crucifixion of Jesus, his interpretation exposes the hypocrisy in their saying they wouldn’t have gone along with their forefathers in shedding the prophets’ blood.

A “measure” is a unit of measurement—like a bushel basket, to take but one example. Here “the measure” stands for a basket, so to speak, of murderous deeds. But the forefathers’ murderous deeds didn’t fill up the basket. So Jesus issues to the scholars and Pharisees an ironic command: “And you—fill up the measure of your [fore]fathers!” The emphatic “you” highlights the irony. They’ll fill up the measure, not by continuing to build tombs and decorate monuments, then, but by repeating their forefathers’ deeds through the murder of Jesus and his disciples (compare 1 Thessalonians 2:14–16). In effect, Jesus is telling the scholars and Pharisees to fulfill his predictions that they’ll engineer both his murder by crucifixion and the martyrdom of his disciples—and thus prove his predictions correct! The irony of Jesus’ command consists in the Law’s prohibition of murder. For other ironic commands, see Isaiah 8:9–10; Jeremiah 7:21–22; Amos 4:4–5; Nahum 3:14–15. The mention of murders leads Jesus to address the scholars and Pharisees as venomous snakes and offsprings of vipers. The latter expression echoes 3:7; 12:34. The prefixing of “Snakes” sharpens the invective. “How would you flee from the judgment of gehenna?” presents such flight as only a theoretical possibility. “How?” indicates that you couldn’t flee successfully even if flight were an actual possibility. And “flee” portrays the judgment of gehenna as in pursuit of the scholars and Pharisees. “The judgment of gehenna” means “the judgment consisting in gehenna.” For “gehenna,” which echoes 23:15, see the comments on 5:22.

23:34–36: “On account of this [your ‘fill(ing) up the measure of your (fore)fathers’] I’m sending to you prophets and sages and scholars [that is, disciples who’ll preach as prophets, give wise counsel as sages, and teach the Law as scholars in accord with Jesus’ correct interpretation of it (compare 10:16–31; 24:14; 28:18–20)]. [Some] of them you’ll kill and crucify [= get crucified, since Jews didn’t ordinarily practice crucifixion, but the Romans did (compare 10:21, 28)]. And [some] of them you’ll flog in your synagogues [compare 10:17; Deuteronomy 25:2–3; 2 Corinthians 11:24] and persecute [= pursue with the purpose of killing] from city to city [compare 10:23],
35so that on you may come all the righteous blood that was being shed on the earth from the blood of Abel, the righteous one [murdered by his brother, Cain (Genesis 4:1–15)], up to the blood of Zechariah, Barachiah’s son, whom you murdered between the sanctuary
and the altar [in the immediately surrounding courtyard].
36Amen I tell you, all these things will come on this generation.” “On account of this” indicates that Jesus is sending his disciples in order that the scholars and Pharisees may fill up the measure of their forefathers with murders even beyond his own. Their hypocrisy and lawlessness deserve a judgmental chance to express themselves! The present tense in “I’m sending” portrays the Great Commission of 28:18–20 as so soon and certain to be given that Jesus might as well be giving it right now (but see 10:16 for a preliminary sending). The disciples appear as prophets and scholars in 5:12; 8:19; 10:41; 13:52. The Christ was wisdom in 11:2, 19. Here his disciples are wise ones, sages. Like master, like disciples (10:24–25). Ironically, the scholars and Pharisees will carry out their murders “so that” all the righteous blood that’s been shed may come on them. It’s as though they want to suffer the coming wrath while at the same time fleeing from it (3:7). Nonsense—and therefore irony. Not quite nonsense, though; for in 27:25 all the people, incited by the chief priests and the elders, will say, “His [Jesus’] blood [be] on us and on our children.” Here, “on you may come all the righteous blood” means condemnation for blood-guiltiness (compare Jeremiah 26:15, among other Old Testament passages). “All the righteous blood” magnifies the blood-guiltiness, and the shedding of “righteous blood” indicates martyrdom (compare Lamentations 4:13).

Abel counts as the first martyr in the Old Testament, Zechariah as the last (canonically though not temporally speaking [see Jeremiah 26:23]). Zechariah’s martyrdom appears in 2 Chronicles 24:20–22. Originally one book, Chronicles stands last in the arrangement of books making up the Hebrew canon of the Old Testament. Chronicles calls this Zechariah “the son of Jehoiada”; but Jesus calls him “Barachiah’s son,” which agrees with Zechariah 1:1. The Chronicler’s Zechariah lived and died before the Babylonian exile, however, whereas the career of Zechariah the minor prophet followed that exile. So what is Jesus doing by calling the preexilic Zechariah the son of a man who fathered the postexilic Zechariah? Well, in 27:3–10 Matthew will quote the postexilic Zechariah 11:12–13 in regard to “innocent blood,” “the price of blood,” and “the field of blood.” But Matthew will ascribe the quotation to Jeremiah, from whose prophecy part of the quotation does indeed come. So the martyred preexilic Zechariah is here associated with the father of the postexilic Zechariah to make up in advance for the nonmention in 27:3–10 of the postexilic Zechariah in favor of Jeremiah and to correlate the betrayal of Jesus’ innocent blood, which fulfilled the prophecy in the Minor Prophets by Zechariah the son of Barachiah, with the shedding of the righteous blood of Old Testament martyrs, which culminated in the murder of Zechariah the son of Jehoiada in Chronicles. Thus theology trumps biology. (Incidentally, Jesus’ stopping short of martyrs mentioned in the Old Testament apocrypha, written later, shows that he didn’t consider those books a part of Scripture.) The coming of all the Old Testament martyrs’ blood on the scholars and Pharisees means they’ll be held responsible for shedding it all. The extent of their evil and their coming role in the murders of Jesus and his disciples make it right and just that they be held responsible for the totality and judged accordingly.

“On the earth” echoes the story of Abel, where emphasis falls on the earth that received his blood. The description of Abel as “the righteous one” anticipates the description of Jesus as “that righteous one” (27:19). Both of them, and the martyrs in between, were Law-abiding. In regard to the martyr Zechariah, “whom you murdered” indicates that the scholars and Pharisees participated with their forefathers in that bygone murder. The gap between generations has disappeared. The “sons of those who murdered the prophets” (23:31) have become murderers themselves. “All these things” anticipates the same phrase in 24:8, 33–34 for the events of the coming age of the church and the tribulation. Retribution for all the righteous blood of the Old Testament martyrs will take the form of those events yet to be predicted as fulfilling the forecast concerning “this generation.” By context “this generation” means the scholars and Pharisees. The next verse will narrow the reference further to the scholars and Pharisees in Jerusalem. But Jesus’ involving them in the murder of an Old Testament prophet shows that he doesn’t take “this generation” in a sense chronologically limited to his contemporaries, but in a qualitative sense concerning the “unbelieving and perverted” in the whole of Israel’s history (11:16; 12:39, 41–42, 45; 16:4; 17:17). Hence we read, “in order that on you may come . . . you murdered [regarding a centuries-old incident] . . . will come on this generation.” In other words, if the “you” who constitute “this generation” includes those who murdered Zechariah in Old Testament times, “this generation” can hardly bear the chronological limitation usually imposed on it. “Amen I tell you” underscores that “all these things will come on this generation.”

23:37–39: “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the [city] that kills the prophets and stones those who’ve been sent to her, how often I’ve wanted to gather your children [= residents] together the way a hen gathers her chicks together under [her] wings! And you didn’t want [to be gathered together].
38Behold, your house is being left to you—deserted.
39For I tell you, by no means will you see me from now on till you say, ‘Favored [is] he who’s coming in the Lord’s name [Psalm 118:26 (compare Matthew 21:9 and see the comments on Mark 11:9–10 for the meanings of ‘Favored’ and ‘coming in the Lord’s name’)]!’ ” The doubling of “Jerusalem” introduces this lament with pathos. At first Jesus speaks about the city (“to her”), but since he’s now there he quickly shifts to direct address (“your children,” several occurrences of “you,” and your house”). “That kills the prophets and stones those who’ve been sent to her” personifies the city, specifies stoning as the method of killing, and describes the prophets as sent (by God according to the Old Testament). But in view of Jesus’ sending his disciples as prophets (23:34), such killing will continue. The desire of Jesus to gather the city’s residents together the way a hen gathers her chicks together under her wings refers to his desire to bring those residents under protection from God’s coming wrath (compare 3:7). “How often” intensifies Jesus’ desire by multiplying it. The Jerusalemites’ not wanting to be gathered together by him presages the killing of Jesus in their city. “Your house” is the temple. “Is being abandoned” refers to Jesus’ soon and certain desertion of the temple, where he has been speaking since 21:23 and whence he’ll exit in 24:1–2 with a prophecy of its destruction. “Behold” dramatizes this desertion. Absent Jesus, the temple will no longer be the Lord’s house (as it still was in 21:13; Jeremiah 12:7), but “your house” (compare Jeremiah 22:5; Ezekiel 11:22–23). The reason for Jesus’ deserting the temple consists in the Jerusalemites’ failure to welcome him in the Lord’s name. It was the Galilean crowds of his followers that welcomed him thus at the triumphal entry (21:9). “From now on” stresses the immediacy of Jesus’ judgmental desertion of the temple and intimates a delay till the Jerusalemites welcome him at what we call his second coming (compare the regeneration in 19:28; also Romans 11:25–27).

A TRANSITIONAL UNIFICATION OF CHAPTERS 24–25 WITH CHAPTER 23
 Matthew 24:1–2

 

Just as the transition in 13:34–36 united the two parts of Jesus’ parabolic discourse on the kingdom of heaven, so too the transition in 24:1–2 unites Jesus’ upbraiding of the scholars and Pharisees in chapter 23 with the rest of chapters 24–25 so as to produce a single discourse dealing with the history of the kingdom. This history stretches from the final phase of Jesus’ conflict with the Jews’ religious authorities, who have their counterparts in the church, through the second coming and on to the Last Judgment. The first two verses of chapter 24 relate to the end of chapter 23 by giving a further indication of the way “your house is being left to you—deserted” (23:38–39).

24:1–2: And on coming out, Jesus was going away from the temple [and thus leaving it deserted of his presence]. And his disciples approached to point out to him [in a backward look] the buildings of the temple [which consisted not only of the sanctuary proper but also of surrounding courts and cloisters].
2But he, answering, said to them, “You see all these things, don’t you? Amen I tell you, by no means will a stone be left here on a stone that won’t be torn down!” Whereas the disciples point out the temple buildings to Jesus, he turns attention to their seeing those buildings. “All these things” prepares for his prediction of total destruction. “Here” pinpoints the location as close at hand, so that fulfillment of the prediction will be easily confirmable; and underlining the certainty of fulfillment are “Amen I tell you” and “by no means.” The singular in the two occurrences of “a stone” indicates how detailed the fulfillment will be. In A.D. 70 the Romans burned the temple as well as tearing it down. If someone had put these words in Jesus’ mouth after the temple’s destruction to make them look like a prediction, we’d expect a reference to burning as well as tearing down.

THE PERSECUTION OF JESUS’ DISCIPLES, LAX BEHAVIOR AMONG THEM, AND WORLDWIDE PROCLAMATION OF THE KINGDOM AS NONSIGNS OF THE END
 Matthew 24:3–14

 

A question from the disciples prompts Jesus now to spell out features of the church age that will not signal the end, that is, his return. 24:3: And as he was sitting on the Mount of Olives, the disciples approached him privately, saying, “Tell us, when will these things be, and what [will be] the sign of your coming and the consummation of the age?” “As he was sitting” puts Jesus in the authoritative posture of a teacher (compare 5:1–2). “Privately” excludes nondisciples, so that the disciples will gain more knowledge than they already have (see 13:11–12). They’ve just learned about the coming destruction of the temple buildings. The plural in “these things” treats the tearing down of each stone and building as an event in and of itself. Since Jesus hasn’t yet predicted the events to be described in 24:4–28, the disciples don’t yet know about them and therefore can’t be asking when those events will occur. From his earlier teaching in 10:23; 16:28; 20:21, however, they do know about his future coming, which they correctly associate with “the consummation of the age” (compare 13:39; Daniel 12:4, 13). They use a word for his “coming” that often connotes the public arrival of a dignitary (compare Jesus’ own emphasis on publicness in 24:27–30). He won’t tell them when the temple buildings will be torn down; and whereas they ask for a sign that will alert them that he’s about to come, he will tell them that the publicness of his coming will itself be the sign (24:30).

24:4–8: And answering, Jesus told them, “Watch out lest someone deceive you.
5For many will come on the basis of my name, saying, ‘I am the Christ,’ and deceive many.
6And you’re going to hear battles and reports of battles [compare Daniel 11:44].” “Going to hear” indicates nearness and certainty. “See that you’re not alarmed.” “See that” adds emphasis to the command not to be alarmed. “For it’s necessary that [these things] happen [because they’re part of God’s plan (compare Daniel 2:28)]. The end isn’t yet, however.
7For nation will rise up [in arms] against nation, and kingdom against kingdom [compare 2 Chronicles 15:6; Isaiah 19:2]; and there’ll be famines and earthquakes from place to place.
8But all these things [are] the beginning of birth pains [and therefore not signs of my coming and of the consummation].” “All these things” rules out each of them from being such a sign. For the rest, see the comments on Mark 13:5–8.

24:9–14: “Then people will give you over to affliction [in the sense of persecution; compare Daniel 12:1] and kill you [compare 10:28; 21:35; 22:6; 23:34, 37], and you’ll be hated by all nations on account of my name.” “By all nations” implies that worldwide evangelism has taken place (compare 10:18; 24:14; 28:19). For “on account of my name,” see the comments on 10:22. 10“And then many will be tripped up and give one another over [to affliction] and hate one another.” In other words, persecution by outsiders will lead the many false disciples to avoid persecution by apostatizing and betraying their true, fellow disciples to the persecutors. They’ll even hate their true, fellow disciples for provoking persecution with evangelism and righteous conduct. Through failure to condemn the loss of brotherly love, easygoing false prophets will exacerbate this problem of treachery in the brotherhood: 11“And many false prophets will arise and deceive many [into thinking it’s okay to cover up their profession of Christian discipleship].
12And because lawlessness [in the church] will be multiplied [compare Daniel 12:4], the love of the many will grow cold [compare 7:13–14, 21–23; 22:14, where false disciples are described as ‘workers of lawlessness’ and as ‘many’ in contrast to the ‘few’ who are ‘selected’ and find the narrow gateway into ‘life’].” Their lawlessness will make cold—that is, extinguish—their love of God and neighbor, especially of fellow disciples. 13“But the one enduring to an end—this one will be saved [for which see the comments on 10:22 and Mark 13:13b].
14And this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed in the whole inhabited [earth] for a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come [compare Daniel 11:35].” “This” identifies “gospel” with the message in Matthew’s book (though not with the book itself). “Of the kingdom” echoes 4:23; 9:35, gives the disciples assurance of divine sovereignty in the face of persecution and martyrdom, and reminds them of the authority under which they’re to live. “In the whole inhabited [earth]” and “to all nations” put a double emphasis on worldwide evangelism (compare 28:18–20). This emphasis counteracts the withdrawal from evangelistic enterprise by false prophets and those deceived by them. To avoid persecution and martyrdom, not only will they have stopped living in open obedience to Jesus’ interpretation of the Law (as commanded in 5:14–16). They’ll also have stopped proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom. “Then the end will come” implies the necessity that the Great Commission be carried out for the end to come (28:18–20).

THE ABOMINATION OF DESOLATION AS THE BEGINNING OF THE END, AND THE SON OF MAN’S COMING AS A PUBLIC EVENT
 Matthew 24:15–31

 

24:15–19: “Therefore whenever you see ‘the abomination of desolation,’ the [abomination] spoken about through Daniel the prophet [Daniel 9:27; 11:31; and especially 12:11], standing in the holy place [compare Daniel 8:13]—the reader had better understand!—16then the ones in Judea had better flee to the mountains,
17and the [man] on the roof had better not come down to take things out of his house,
18and the [man] in the field had better not turn back to take his cloak [which he shed for fieldwork].
19And alas for [women] who are pregnant and [women] who are nursing [their babies] in those days.” “Therefore” indicates that because the preceding paragraph detailed events that will characterize the church age but not signal the nearness of the end, the present paragraph is going to detail events that will signal its nearness. The first such event will be “ ‘the abomination of desolation’ . . . standing in the holy place,” that is, a sacrilege such as the image of a pagan god or deified ruler set up in the sacred precincts of the temple (compare 2 Thessalonians 2:3–4; 1 John 2:18; 4:3; Revelation 13). “Of desolation” describes the sacrilege as causing worshipers of the one true God to desert the temple, to abandon it, because it has been profaned. “Desolation” can hardly refer to destruction; for then the abomination wouldn’t be standing there, and it would be too late to flee. So Jesus is still ignoring the disciples’ question about the time of the temple’s destruction. “Spoken about through Daniel the prophet” portrays Daniel as God’s mouthpiece in predicting the abomination. This reference to Daniel favors that the reader who’d better understand is a reader of Daniel’s prophecy, or a reader of Matthew’s Gospel since it mediates Daniel’s prophecy (compare Daniel 12:9–10). The disciples in Judea are to flee into the nearby mountains of the Judean wilderness, a traditional hideout for refugees, so as to escape persecution for not worshiping the abomination. The disciple lounging on the flat roof of his house (compare Acts 10:9) would be tempted to come down an outside staircase, enter the house, and take household articles unnecessary but dear to a person of leisure and means. The disciple working in a field would be tempted to dash back to the edge of the field and fetch his cloak, a necessity for warmth at night. But no, says Jesus. As hasty a getaway as possible is needed, even if it means leaping from roof to roof to avoid clogged streets, even if it means leaving a supposed necessity such as a cloak. Too bad for women who are pregnant or nursing, for pregnancy and nursing will hamper or prevent a speedy escape. Such women stand a high chance of getting caught.

24:20–22: “But be praying that your flight not occur during winter [when heavy rains in Judea would make flight into the mountains difficult or impossible because of flooded roads and ravines] or on the Sabbath [when services to travelers would be suspended and traveling when others aren’t traveling would expose you to capture].” Jesus envisions a state of affairs in which only his disciples will be exposed to mortal danger. 21“For then [= at that time] there’ll be great affliction [in the sense of persecution (compare Revelation 7:14)] such as hasn’t occurred since the beginning of the world till now and will by no means occur [later on, for the Son of Man’s coming will put an end to persecution of the disciples (compare Daniel 12:1)].
22And if those days [of unprecedented and final affliction] hadn’t been cut short, no flesh would have been saved [from martyrdom].” The context of instructions for Jesus’ disciples living in Judea, mainly in Jerusalem, limits “no flesh” to those of them living there. For they’re the ones exposed to persecution for refusal to worship the abomination in the temple. “But because of the selected ones, those days will be cut short.” That is, to preserve from martyrdom at least some of Jesus’ Judean disciples, the period of unprecedented persecution won’t last as long as otherwise it would last. In effect, Jesus is saying that mercifully the 1,260 days of Revelation 11:3; 12:6 won’t be allowed to run their full course (compare the cancellation of the seven thunders in Revelation 10:1–7). The future tense in “will be cut short” shows that the earlier past tenses (“hadn’t been cut short” and “would have been saved”) were used to emphasize the cutting short as so sure to be done that it might as well be done already. Most translations have “the elect” or “the chosen ones” rather than “the selected ones.” But in contemporary English “elect” suggests democratic voting, and “chosen” doesn’t quite connote selection out of a larger number. Jesus’ term does carry that connotation and describes true disciples as selected for eternal salvation.

Now Jesus gives another warning against deception—deception that if successful would keep his disciples in Judea from fleeing to the mountains for safety. The last time, he warned against their being deceived by those who’ll come claiming to be the Christ and against being alarmed by warfare and natural disasters (as we call them) so as to think the end has come (24:4–8). At this point, though, the abomination is standing in the temple; and unequaled affliction has set in. So the end is near, resulting in a heightened danger of deception. 24:23–24: “Then [= ‘during these days’] if anyone should say to you, ‘Behold, here [is] the Christ!’ or ‘Here [he is in another location]!’ don’t ever believe [him].
24For false christs and false prophets will arise and give great signs and wonders so as to deceive, if possible, even the selected ones.” The danger of deception comes now not so much from the false christs as from their false prophets, who proclaim that the Christ is “here . . . or here.” (We might expect “here . . . or there”; but one false prophet will say “here” where he is, and another will say “here” where he is, each false prophet proclaiming his own “here” for the location of the Christ.) The backing up of their proclamations with the performance of great signs and wonders will heighten the danger of deception. Since in contrast with 24:5 the false christs are being proclaimed rather than proclaiming themselves, the performance of signs and wonders is probably limited to the false prophets (compare Revelation 13:1–18; 16:13; 19:20; 20:10). “If possible, even the selected ones” puts emphasis on the extremity of this danger of deception.

The warning against deception continues in 24:25–26: “Behold, I’ve told you beforehand.” To be forewarned of the danger is to be forearmed against it. “Behold” emphasizes the forewarning. 26“Therefore [because of the forewarning] if they [the false prophets] say to you, ‘Behold, he [the Christ] is in the wilderness!’ you shouldn’t go out [to see him there (compare 11:7–9)]. ‘Behold, [he’s] in the storerooms!’ you shouldn’t believe [them].” For their own emphasis, false prophets will also use “Behold!” Jews often thought that messianic salvation would begin in the wilderness (compare Israel’s exodus from Egypt into the wilderness as deliverance from slavery, and Israel’s entrance into Canaan out of the wilderness as the gaining of a homeland). “Storerooms” contrasts hideouts in the city with the wilderness. False teaching in the church is seldom brazen. It’s usually offered with theological justification, such as a claim to have had direct and recent contact with the Christ, so that attention supposedly needs to be paid to a new communication that outdates his traditional teaching. Jesus warns, then, against contacts said to have taken place in the isolation of the wilderness and in the secrecy of urban hideouts, where public authentication that the Christ has returned and communicated with these false prophets is lacking. But people in the church can be easily taken in by false prophets who enhance their proclamations with claims to private contacts with the Christ and new communications from him. So Jesus will now play up the publicness of his return.

24:27–28: “For just as lightning comes out from the east and shines as far as the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man.” “For” makes the wide visibility of the Son of Man’s coming the reason not to go out into the wilderness or squeeze into urban storerooms to see him. 28“Wherever the corpse is, there will the vultures be gathered together.” In other words, people will see the Son of Man coming in the sky as easily as they see vultures circling in the sky over a corpse (compare Job 39:26–30). So begone with claims of clandestine meetings and private revelations!

24:29–31: “And immediately after the affliction of those days ‘the sun will be darkened, and the moon won’t give its light, and the stars will fall’ from heaven, ‘and the powers of the heavens’ will be shaken [see Isaiah 13:10; 34:4].
30And then will appear the sign of the Son of Man in heaven, and then all the tribes of the land will beat their breasts [in mourning (compare Zechariah 12:10)] and see ‘the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven [Daniel 7:13]’ with power and much glory [compare 16:27; 25:31].
31And he’ll send his angels with a loud trumpet [compare Isaiah 27:1], and they’ll gather together his selected ones out of the four winds, from the extremities of heaven to its extremities.” “Immediately” denies a temporal gap between “the affliction of those days” and the celestial disasters that will accompany the Son of Man’s publicly visible coming. The two occurrences of “and then” put those disasters and that coming in the same time frame. They’ll take place concurrently. The celestial disasters provide a dark backdrop against which the glory of the Son of Man’s coming will shine all the brighter. These disasters will feature a darkening of our primary luminaries, the sun and the moon. Jesus doesn’t say what will darken them, so that the point lies solely in the contrast between their darkening and the glory of the Son of Man’s coming, a glory emphasized with “much.” “The powers of the heavens” equate with “the stars” and personalize the stars as heavenly beings whose power is so shaken by the Son of Man’s coming “with power” that they’ll totter and fall out of the sky, as in a shower of meteorites.

“The sign of the Son of Man in heaven” is his appearance itself, not some kind of standard or ensign waved ahead of him. Thus “the sign of [Jesus’] coming” (24:3) and “the sign of the Son of Man in heaven” (24:30) are one and the same. Throughout, the word for “heaven” doubles for “sky.” “In heaven” anticipates the heaven, or sky, that provides the clouds on which the Son of Man will come. They’re a divine mode of transport (17:5; 26:64; Exodus 34:5 and many other biblical passages). All in all, Jesus emphasizes unmistakable visibility in the sky as opposed to hiddenness in the wilderness or backrooms (26:64). We might translate with “all the tribes of the earth,” but Jesus’ reference in 19:28 to “the twelve tribes of Israel” combines with an allusion to Zechariah 12:10 and the reference to Judea here in 24:16 to favor “all the tribes of the land [of Israel].” “Will beat their breasts” (kopsontai in Greek) makes a fine wordplay with “will see” (opsontai in Greek). “Till you say, ‘Favored [is] he who’s coming in the Lord’s name’ ” (23:39) favors that the tribes will mourn in repentance (compare Zechariah 12:10–13:1). But the main point lies in the wide extent of mourning over against supposed private manifestations in deserts and backrooms. According to 13:41 “the Son of Man will send his angels” at the consummation of the age to “collect out of his kingdom all the snares and those who practice lawlessness” and “throw them into the furnace of fire.” Here he sends his angels to gather together his few selected ones, true disciples as opposed to the many false ones (22:11–14, especially 22:14). Since the angels belong to him, they do his work. “The four winds” represent what we’d call the four points of the compass. To double the emphasis on universality over against the earlier restriction to “Judea” and “the land” (24:16, 30), Jesus adds “from the extremities of heaven to its extremities,” that is, from one horizon to its opposite, whichever direction you look (compare Deuteronomy 30:4). A trumpet will blast so loudly that wherever they are, the selected ones will be aroused for the gathering.

THE NEARNESS OF THE SON OF MAN
 Matthew 24:32–35

 

24:32–33: “And learn a parable from the fig tree: Whenever its branch has already become tender and is putting out leaves, you know that summer [is] near.
33So also you—whenever you see all these things, know that he [the Son of Man] is near, at the doors.” The introductory command to learn the parable anticipates the closing command to understand (“know”) the point of the parable and reminds us that “disciple” means “learner.” Being evergreen, most trees in Israel keep their leaves throughout winter. As an exception, the almond tree loses its leaves in winter, and buds and leafs early in spring (or toward winter’s end, since Jesus and his contemporaries spoke of only two seasons, winter and summer, both of them including portions of what we call spring and autumn [see Psalm 74:17]). The fig tree also loses its leaves in winter, but it doesn’t bud and leaf till late in spring (or, as they would say, at winter’s end). So its budding and leafing announce the approach of summer. “These things” doesn’t refer to the destruction of the temple, for Jesus has ignored that topic ever since the disciples asked him about its timing and a prior signal. Nor can “these things” mean the events he predicted in 24:4–14, because they won’t indicate the nearness of the Son of Man’s coming. So “these things” must mean the events Jesus predicted in 24:15–28, for they will indicate its nearness. And “all these things” indicates that disciples need to see the precursive events not at the start of their fulfillment but in its completion before concluding that the Son of Man “is near, at the doors.” As in 24:4–5, 23–28, Jesus is counteracting premature announcements by false christs and their false prophets.

24:34–35: “Amen I tell you that by no means will this generation pass away till all these things happen.
35Heaven and earth will pass away, but by no means will my words pass away [= fail to be fulfilled].” “All these things” continues to mean the events predicted in 24:15–28. But since the Son of Man will come “immediately” afterwards (24:29), his coming also has to fall in the lifetime of “this generation.” Since in 23:34–36 “this generation” included in addition to Jesus’ contemporaries those who murdered Zechariah in Old Testament times, and probably earlier martyrs all the way back to Abel, at least in Matthew “this generation” may carry a qualitative as well as temporal meaning (compare the description “evil and adulterous” in 12:39; 16:4) and therefore indicate that this murderous kind of people will continue on till the Son of Man’s coming. But see also the comments on Mark 13:28–31, and 2 Peter 3:10; Revelation 20:10; 21:1 for the passing away of heaven and earth.

UNCERTAINTY CONCERNING THE EXACT TIME OF THE SON OF MAN’S COMING
 Matthew 24:36–44

 

24:36–41: “But concerning that day and hour, no one knows—not even the angels of heaven or the Son—except the Father alone.” “Alone” stresses the exclusivity of the Father’s knowing the day and hour of the Son of Man’s coming. For the meaning of “that day and hour” and for the Son’s as well as others’ ignorance of the exact time of the Son of Man’s coming, see the comments on Mark 13:32. 37“For just as the days of Noah [were], so will be the Son of Man’s coming.
38For as in those days before the flood people were munching [food] and drinking [beer/wine/water], marrying [as men do] and giving [their daughters] in marriage [as fathers do], till the day that Noah entered into the ark,
39and they didn’t know [that these activities of theirs were about to cease] till the flood came and took them [the people] all away, so too will be the coming of the Son of Man.
40Then [= at that time] two [men] will be in a field; one is taken along and one is left.
41Two [women will be] grinding [grain] with a [hand] mill; one is taken along and one is left.” “For just as the days of Noah [were]” introduces an illustration of the kind of unknowability that characterizes the day and hour of the Son of Man’s coming. “For as in those days before the flood . . .” explains how the days of Noah were. Jesus doesn’t cite the activities of eating, drinking, marrying, being given in marriage, working in a field, and grinding with a hand mill because they’re abnormal and wicked. He cites them because they’re normal and innocent. The point has nothing to do with the wickedness of Noah’s contemporaries prior to the flood, wicked though they were. It has to do, rather, with the unexpectedness of the flood for people engaged in their routines. “They didn’t know” contrasts the ignorance of the antediluvians, who represent nondisciples and false disciples, with the understanding of true disciples. The latter will be watching for the Son of Man’s coming. They’ll have recognized its signals detailed in 24:15–28, and they also know that the cutting off of those days makes its exact time incalculable and their own alertness necessary. The two instances each of the present tense in “is taken along” and “is left” are preceded by the future tense in “will be in a field” and “will be grinding.” So Jesus uses the present tense to emphasize the certainty of being taken along and being left. They’re as good as happening right now. The taking away of people by the flood favors that being taken along has to do with judgment at the Son of Man’s coming (compare the separation of the wicked out from among the righteous in the parables of the tares and foul fish [13:30, 40–42, 49–50]). Then being left means being spared from judgment. The accent doesn’t rest on the separation of people in proximity so much as on the occurrence of this separation during the round of daily activities and therefore unexpectedly—unless you’re watching.

24:42–44: “Therefore stay awake, because you don’t know at what particular day your Lord is coming.
43And know this, that if the houseowner had known at what particular watch [of the night] the thief is coming, he’d have stayed awake and not let him dig through his house.
44On account of this [the certainty of being caught unprepared if you don’t stay awake] you too [as well as the houseowner] get ready, because the Son of Man is coming at an hour that you don’t think [he’ll come].” To stay awake means to keep watching for the events that will signal the nearness of the Son of Man’s coming. “Therefore” bases the command to stay awake on the already stated impossibility of knowing the day and hour of the Son of Man’s coming. The consequent redundancy of “because you don’t know at what particular day your Lord is coming” adds further emphasis on that impossibility. “Your Lord” attributes deity to Jesus the Son of Man. He’s divine as well as human. “Is coming” makes his future coming just as certain as an event currently in progress. “Know this” could be translated more literally with “Know that.” But for two reasons such a translation would cause confusion in English: (1) “that” would sound like a conjunction introducing a clause telling what should be known; and (2) immediately following is another “that” which really does introduce a clause telling what should be known. Nevertheless, the first “that” in a literalistic translation means something over there as distinct from something right here. The something over there is the statement about the houseowner, which is then introduced by the second “that” (“that if the houseowner had known . . .”). Jesus puts his illustration of the houseowner at a distance (“that over there”) to make it a negative example of the danger a disciple shouldn’t fall into. A watch of the night was a period of several hours when somebody stood guard—hence, “stay awake.” For “the thief is coming” and “dig through his house,” see the comments on Luke 12:39–40.

MALTREATMENT OF FELLOW DISCIPLES AS CHARACTERISTIC OF FALSE DISCIPLESHIP, WHICH WILL DRAW JUDGMENT AT THE LORD’S COMING
 Matthew 24:45–51

 

Jesus defines further what it means to stay awake for the Son of Man’s coming. It means not only to look for the predicted indications of its nearness so as to be ready for it. It also means that the consequent readiness includes brotherly treatment of fellow disciples. Unpreparedness allows abusive treatment of fellow disciples, and such treatment marks the abuser as a false disciple destined for the same judgment that will fall on the hypocritical scholars and Pharisees (compare 18:23–35 and chapter 23).

24:45–47: “Who then is the faithful and prudent slave, whom the master put in charge over his household to give them [their] food on schedule [compare Psalm 104:27]?
46Fortunate [is] that slave whom his master, on coming, will find doing so.
47Amen I tell you that he’ll put him in charge over all his possessions.” “Then” draws an inference from the preceding stress on the impossibility of knowing the exact time of the Son of Man’s coming. The word for “master” is elsewhere translated “Lord,” so that the present master represents the Lord Jesus; and the slave represents a disciple of his. “Faithful and prudent” describes the slave as a true disciple and indicates that it’s wise to be faithful in carrying out the master’s—that is, Jesus’—orders. The present order to give fellow domestic slaves their food on schedule teaches that disciples, particularly those in leadership, should treat their fellow disciples well. (In the Roman Empire of the first century, masters often put one of their slaves in charge of the household.) The “coming” of the master represents the second coming of the Lord Jesus as the Son of Man. The good fortune of the slave whom the master, on coming, finds doing his job faithfully—that good fortune consists in a promotion, that is, in being put in charge over all the master’s possessions. In other words, Jesus will richly reward his disciple who treats other disciples well.

24:48–51: “But if that wicked slave says in his heart, ‘My master is delaying,’
49and starts beating his fellow slaves, and eats and drinks with drunkards,
50the master of that slave will come on a day that he doesn’t expect [him to come] and at an hour that he’s not cognizant of.
51And he’ll slice him in two and put his portion with the hypocrites. Weeping and gritting of teeth will be there.” “That wicked slave” puts him at a moral distance and thereby makes him an example not to be followed. “If that wicked slave says . . . ,” “starts . . . ,” and “eats and drinks . . .” set out possibilities that shouldn’t turn into actualities (contrast “Who then is the faithful and wise slave . . .” and “whom his master . . . will find [him] doing so” [24:45–46]). “Starts” implies some length of time remaining till the master’s coming. But “My master is delaying” may well mean that the wicked slave tells himself his master won’t come at all (see Deuteronomy 23:21–23 for this sense of “delay”). In charge of the household, this slave could abuse his authority by beating his fellow slaves, who make up the rest of his master’s domestic help, and also by carousing with drunkards, who represent other false disciples. Together, they waste their resources on partying instead of sharing them with fellow slaves, who represent true disciples proclaiming the gospel, living openly according to Jesus’ teachings, and fleeing resultant persecution. The abuse and the carousing breed carelessness, so that the master’s coming—though delayed, and precisely because delayed—takes the slave in charge by surprise. “On a day” and “at an hour” denote the next shortest and very shortest units of time used by people then and therefore stress again the impossibility of knowing beforehand the exact time of the Son of Man’s coming. “Slice him in two” warns of horrible judgment for unbrotherly behavior, and “put his portion with the hypocrites” means that Jesus will judge as false those professing disciples who engage in such behavior. As false, their portion—that is, their inheritance—will be to spend eternity with the hypocrites, namely, the scholars and Pharisees of chapter 23, who are destined for “the judgment [consisting] of gehenna” (23:33). “Weeping” arises out of sorrow over this fate, and “gritting of teeth” arises out of the pain associated with it (compare the figures of being sliced in two and elsewhere of hellfire). “There” refers to gehenna, hell, as the place of punishment (see the comments on 5:22).

WATCHING AS DOING GOOD DEEDS IN OBEDIENCE TO JESUS’ TEACHING
 Matthew 25:1–13

 

25:1: “Then the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins, who as such, on taking their own lamps, went out to meet the bridegroom [compare 1 Thessalonians 4:16–17].” “Then” means at the time of the Son of Man’s coming, portrayed in 24:45–51 as the coming of a master. “Will be like” looks toward this coming as an event in the future. “Who as such” refers to the ten virgins as participants in a wedding celebration. “Their own lamps” stresses personal responsibility for the lamps. Since “went out to meet the bridegroom” indicates a coming use of the lamps outdoors, “lamps” probably means torches, because a lamp for indoors wouldn’t stay lighted in a breeze, wouldn’t provide enough light for outdoors, and wouldn’t need a supply of oil in addition to what the bowl already contained (as these lamps will need more oil [25:8–10]). A torch resists a breeze, gives a bright light, burns only about fifteen minutes, and then needs to have the rags that are wrapped around the end of the stick soaked in oil again. Here a bridegroom comes to his wedding with the expectation that some virgins will have torches ready for a procession to the wedding hall. “Went out to meet the bridegroom” anticipates the virgins’ going out to meet him in 25:6. They hardly go out twice. So the waiting that’s about to be mentioned in 25:2–5 precedes the going out mentioned here in 25:1. The bridegroom represents Jesus (compare 9:15; 22:2). The virgins represent Jesus’ professing disciples. Note: no bride appears in the parable to confuse these representations.

25:2–4: “But five of them were foolish, and five [were] prudent.
3For the foolish, on taking their lamps, didn’t take oil with themselves.
4But the prudent did take oil in flasks along with their own lamps.” “For” introduces a reason for the designations “foolish” and “prudent.” “Foolish” recalls the man who built his house on sand, and “prudent” recalls the man who built his house on bedrock (7:24–27). Like them, the foolish virgins represent false disciples and the prudent virgins represent true disciples (compare also 5:13; 8:18–22; 13:24–30, 36–43, 47–50; 22:1–14). Taking oil to fuel the torches represents preparedness for the Son of Man’s coming. Failure to take oil represents unpreparedness. Since in 7:24–27 “prudent” described the man who “hears and does” Jesus’ words and “foolish” the man who doesn’t, these descriptions bear the same meaning here. And since hearing and doing Jesus’ words meant doing good deeds (see especially 5:14–16, where lamplight equated with “good deeds”), the same applies here. Not to hear and do Jesus’ words is to practice lawlessness (see 7:23 and the allusion to that verse below in 25:12). As in chapters 5–7, good deeds contrast with the scholars’ and Pharisees’ hypocrisy, decried in chapter 23. The taking of oil in flasks “along with their own lamps” by the prudent virgins highlights these virgins’ taking responsibility for preparedness. The absence of “own” in the taking of “their lamps” by the foolish virgins combines with their not taking oil to emphasize irresponsible lack of preparedness. Since the foolish virgins will later say that their lamps “are going out” (25:8), their not taking oil means that they didn’t take oil to replenish their lamps—that is, to resoak the rags—after the oil in which the rags were originally soaked was used up. Olive oil was used as fuel for lamps.

25:5–6: “But while the bridegroom was delaying, they all got drowsy and started sleeping.
6But in the middle of the night a shout has happened: ‘Behold, the bridegroom! Come out to meet [him].’ ” The first “But” contrasts the going to sleep because of a delay with the implied expectation of an immediate arrival. The second “But” contrasts the arrival with the delay. “Has happened” dramatizes the shouted announcement of the bridegroom’s arrival, and “Behold!” dramatizes the arrival itself. Jesus is concerned with unpreparedness for his coming, not with the delay in his coming. The foolish virgins aren’t foolish because they don’t take oil to keep their torches burning continuously during the delay, or because they fail to consider the possibility of a delay. The torches aren’t yet burning and won’t be set alight till the bridegroom’s coming is announced (25:7). They’ll burn about fifteen minutes (as noted above) and go out, not while the virgins are sleeping (for which there’s no criticism; even the prudent ones fall asleep), but during the interval between the announcement and the arrival. Five of the virgins are foolish, then, in that they don’t take oil for the procession, which will take place when the bridegroom arrives.

25:7–9: “Then all those virgins got up and fitted out their own lamps [that is, they checked the oil-soaked rags wrapped around the end of the stick and set them aflame].” “All” calls attention to the mixture of the foolish and the prudent, like the mixtures of tares and wheat and of good and foul fish in 13:24–30, 36–43, 47–50—that is, the mixture of false and true disciples in the church. “Those virgins” reflects the distance that has separated the virgins and the bridegroom from each other. “Their own lamps” emphasizes individual responsibility once again. 8“But the foolish said to the prudent, ‘Give us some of your oil, because our lamps are going out [note the absence of “own” between “our” and “lamps”].’
9But the prudent answered, saying, ‘[No,] lest by no means there be enough for us and for you. Go instead to the sellers and buy [oil] for yourselves.’ ” The going out of torches represents conduct that’s not righteous enough to demonstrate genuine discipleship (compare 5:20). The prudent virgins rightly refuse, for division of the oil would cause a breakdown in the festivities. No one would have enough oil to complete the procession, to say nothing of the theological impossibility (“by no means”) of riding into the kingdom on the coattails of someone else’s true discipleship.

25:10–13: “But as they [the foolish virgins] were going off to buy [oil], the bridegroom came; and the prepared [virgins] entered with him into the wedding hall, and the door was shut.
11But later on, the rest of the virgins come too, saying, ‘Master, master, open [the door] for us.’
12But he, answering, said, ‘Amen I tell you, I don’t know you.’
13Therefore stay awake, because you don’t know the day or the hour [of the Son of Man’s coming].” Since Jesus doesn’t indicate whether the foolish virgins were able to buy oil in the middle of the night, the warning grows out of their deficient preparation prior to the bridegroom’s coming. The prudent virgins’ entering the wedding hall “with him” forms a counterpart to Jesus’ saying to his true disciples, “I am with you” (28:20 [compare 1:23]). The shutting of the door includes its being locked to prevent further entrance. There’s no second chance once Jesus returns. “The rest of the virgins” sounds a doleful note of being left out. “But later on” underlines the futility of their coming, and the present tense in “come too” underlines their desperation to enter. The doubling of “Master” in their address deepens that desperation. And since “Master” goes back to the same word elsewhere translated with “Lord,” we hear an echo of 7:21–23: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter into the kingdom of heaven—rather, the one who does the will of my Father in heaven. Many will say to me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord . . . .’ And then I’ll declare to them, ‘I never knew you [compare “I don’t know you” here in 25:12, reinforced with “Amen I tell you”]. Depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.’ ” It would be wrong to think that the closing exhortation to stay awake criticizes the earlier sleeping of the prudent as well as foolish virgins. For by the time the bridegroom arrived, all had awakened. More to the point, Jesus wants to teach that staying awake means preparedness through doing good deeds. So the bridegroom’s delay, the drowsiness and sleep of the virgins, and their being aroused in the middle of the night don’t contradict the exhortation to stay awake. They illustrate ignorance concerning the exact time of the Son of Man’s coming.

ONCE MORE, WATCHING AS DOING GOOD DEEDS
 Matthew 25:14–30

 

25:14–15: “For [the kingdom will be] just as a man, going on a journey, called his own slaves and gave his possessions over to them.
15And to one [slave] he gave five talents, and to one [slave] two [talents], and to one [slave] one [talent]—to each [slave] according to his own ability. And he went on [his] journey.” “For” makes the following parable a further basis for the exhortation to stay awake in 25:13. The man represents Jesus. His going on a journey represents the soon departure of Jesus from his disciples (compare 9:15). The man’s slaves represent Jesus’ disciples. “His own slaves” stresses Jesus’ lordship over the disciples. The man’s giving “his possessions” over to the slaves represents Jesus’ putting the disciples under obligation to obey his teachings. The man’s possessions are monetary, a talent being the largest denomination of money and, if of silver, being enough to pay twenty manual laborers for about a year of work. So the slaves are entrusted with considerable sums of money. That the sums are considerable magnifies the obligation under which Jesus puts his disciples to obey his teachings (compare 5:20, where he says that entrance into the kingdom requires righteousness surpassing that of the scholars and Pharisees). The talents represent opportunities to do good deeds in obedience to Jesus’ teachings. So “to each [slave] according to his own ability” refers to differences in the number of such opportunities, not to differences in native aptitudes. “His own ability” stresses the responsibility to take advantage of opportunities to do good deeds.

25:16–23: “Immediately going, the one who’d received the five talents worked with them [= invested them] and gained five other talents.
17Likewise the one [who’d received] the two [talents] gained two other [talents].
18But on going away, the one who’d received the one [talent] dug a hole in the ground and hid the silver of his master.” So the talent was one of silver rather than gold or copper. (A talent was about twenty-six pounds of gold, silver, or copper, the value depending of course on which metal was being weighed.) The third slave’s “going away” to bury a talent contrasts with the first two slaves’ “going” to invest the talents entrusted to them. The immediacy of the first two slaves’ going exhibits eagerness to do their master’s bidding. (“Likewise” makes the second slave’s action match that of the first slave.) The third slave’s hiding the talent given over to him represents hiding your supposed discipleship to avoid persecution. 19“But after much delay [representing the long delay of Jesus’ coming till after the church age] the master of those slaves comes and settles accounts with them.
20And on approaching [him], the one who received the five talents brought five other talents [as well], saying, ‘Master, you gave five talents over to me. Look! I’ve gained five other talents.’
21His master said to him, ‘Well [done], good and faithful slave! You’ve been faithful over a few [talents]. I’ll put you in charge over many [talents]. Enter into the joy of your master.
22And on approaching [him], the one [who received] the two talents also said, ‘Master, you gave two talents over to me. Look! I’ve gained two other talents [as well].’
23His master said to him, ‘Well [done], good and faithful slave! You’ve been faithful over a few [talents]. I’ll put you in charge over many [talents]. Enter into the joy of your master.’ ” The use of “worked” for investing alludes to the necessity of doing good works as proof of the true discipleship that will constitute preparedness for the Son of Man’s coming (compare 5:13–16; James 2:14–26). The multiple instances of “master,” which also means “Lord,” emphasize the lordship of Jesus, represented by this master. “But after much delay” pits the master’s coming and settling accounts against the third slave’s hiding the talent given over to him. “Of those slaves” echoes “those virgins” in 25:7 and, as there, reflects the distance that during the delay has separated the slaves and the master from each other.

The present tense in “comes and settles accounts” underlines the certainty of the Son of Man’s future coming and judging between true and false disciples according to their deeds. “I’ve gained five other talents” and “I’ve gained two other talents” constitute the first two slaves’ appeal to good deeds as proof of true discipleship. “Look!” and references to the original number of talents given over to these slaves intensify the appeal. “Well [done] . . . !” denotes acceptance of this appeal and delight in this proof of true discipleship. No “And” introduces the two instances of “His master said,” so that the abruptness of this introduction indicates that the master can hardly wait to commend his first two slaves. The twofold description of them, “good and faithful,” highlights the need for faithfulness during persecution, which makes persistence in the good works of open discipleship risky and therefore all the more commendable. Though of great worth, the talents were “few”—five and two in number. But the reward of being put in charge of “many [talents]” is indefinitely large (compare 5:12: “Rejoice and be glad, because your reward in heaven [is] much”). “The joy of your master” means his joy in the good and faithful service of the first two slaves, and his now putting them in charge of many talents gives evidence of that joy. They enter into his joy, then, by taking charge of these many talents. Similarly, at the Last Judgment true disciples will enter Jesus’ joy in their good and faithful service by engaging in expanded service to him throughout eternity.

25:24–25: “And on approaching, the one who had received the one talent also said, ‘Master, I knew you, that you’re a ruthless man, harvesting [= cutting grain] where you didn’t sow [seed] and gathering [winnowed grain into a barn] from where [the threshing floor] you didn’t scatter [grain in the process of winnowing, that is, in the process of shoveling trodden grain into the air to let wind blow away the chaff while the kernels fall scattered on the threshing floor (compare 3:12; 6:26; 13:30)].
25And on getting scared, going away I hid your talent in the ground. Look! You have your [original talent].’ ” Jesus described the first slave as the one “who received the five talents” and, in the case of the second slave, left “received” to be inferred. As comes out especially in the original Greek of Matthew, “the one who had received” presents a stronger verbal expression that highlights the responsibility which the third slave failed to work off. “Master” echoes the respectful address used by the first two slaves, but unlike them this third slave makes no reference to the master’s having given a talent over to him. Instead, he attacks the character and activities of his master and then appeals to his own fear of the master. In effect, he says the master’s ruthlessly robbing farmers of their grain made him scared he might lose the talent in a bad investment and suffer his master’s wrath for the loss. “Look! You have your [original talent]” implies that the master should be happy the slave hadn’t lost the talent through such an investment. The earlier slaves referred only to the additional talents made through investments and left the original talents unmentioned. Lacking an additional talent, this last slave can refer only to the original talent.

25:26–30: “And answering, his master said to him, ‘Evil and hesitant slave, you knew that I harvest where I didn’t sow and gather from where I didn’t scatter.
27Therefore it was necessary that you throw my silvers [= coins making up a talent in weight] to the bankers. And on coming, I’d have gotten back my talent with interest.
28Therefore take the talent away from him and give [it] to the one who has the ten talents.
29For [further talents] will be given to everyone who [already] has [additional talents], and [his talents] will be made to abound [and thus be more than enough]. But the one who doesn’t have [an additional talent, representing the surplus of righteousness required for entering the kingdom (5:20)]—even what he has [the original talent, representing entrustment to do the good deeds of discipleship] will be taken away from him [so that the falsity of his discipleship is exposed].
30And throw the useless slave into the darkness farther outside. Weeping and gritting of teeth will be there.’ ” Jesus introduced the earlier responses with a mere “His master said to him.” Here, though, to emphasize the following pronouncement of judgment on this representative of disciples who falsify their profession by failing to do good deeds, Jesus introduces the master’s response more fully: “And answering, his master said to him.” “Evil” describes the slave as unfit for the kingdom. “And hesitant” describes him as having feared to do in public the good works of discipleship indicated by the use of “worked” for investing. This twofold description transmutes the slave’s self-descriptions as fearful into evil, and as protective of the original talent into hesitancy with it. The master also uses the slave’s knowledge of the master’s robbing farmers of their grain to say that he should have invested rather than hidden the talent.

Jesus’ portraying himself as a ruthless master should bother us no more than his portraying himself as a thief who breaks and enters in the night (24:43). That earlier portrayal doesn’t have to do with the ethics of thievery—rather, with unexpectedness. The present portrayal doesn’t have to do with the ethics of robbery—rather, with the forcefulness of Jesus’ demanding good deeds as proof of true discipleship. “It was necessary” encapsulates this demand. “Throw my silvers to the bankers” is a vigorous figure of speech for depositing money in a bank. As such, it adds emphasis to the necessity of doing good deeds. Because the master delayed his coming for a long time, a deposit of the talent would presumably have earned another talent, as in the cases of five talents’ earning five more and two talents’ earning two more. For reception of added reward the master—that is, Jesus—singles out the slave whose five talents earned five more (compare 13:12). “Therefore” makes the third slave’s hesitancy the reason for commanding his one original talent to be taken from him and given to the first slave. Thus the first slave gets even more than he deserves. Similarly, at the Last Judgment true disciples will be rewarded even more than their good deeds deserve. The master’s ruthlessness has morphed into generosity. And his saying that this surplus of reward “will be given to everyone who [already] has [additional talents]” indicates that those disciples represented by the slave who earned two talents will also be rewarded even more than their good deeds deserve. As a description of the third slave, “useless” implies that good deeds are useful in spreading the gospel of the kingdom, as already in 5:14–16. See the comments on 22:13 for the throwing of the useless slave into the darkness farther outside and for the weeping and gritting of teeth. The reference to darkness implies that in accordance with 24:43 the master came unexpectedly during a watch of the night. In view of 13:41, 49; 25:31, those whom the master tells to throw the useless slave into the darkness represent the Son of Man’s angels. Thus the parable closes with a threat that Jesus will mete out eternal punishment to disciples who belie their profession by failing to do good deeds.

THE CRITERION OF NEIGHBORLY LOVE AT THE LAST JUDGMENT WITH PARTICULAR REFERENCE TO DEMONSTRATING TRUE DISCIPLESHIP THROUGH DOING CHARITY TO THE PERSECUTED MESSENGERS OF JESUS
 Matthew 25:31–46

 

25:31–33: “And whenever the Son of Man comes in his glory and all the angels [come] with him [compare Zechariah 14:5], then he’ll sit on the throne of his glory [= his glorious throne].
32And all nations will be gathered together before him [compare Isaiah 66:18; Joel 3:2], and he’ll separate them from one another [referring to the individuals making up all nations, not to the nations as such, as though he’ll separate one nation from another], just as a shepherd separates sheep from goats.
33And he’ll have the sheep stand at his right, on the one hand, but the goats at his left, on the other hand.” In 16:27 Jesus spoke of his coming as the Son of Man “in the glory of his Father.” Here he speaks of coming in his own glory. But since he’s “God with us” (1:23), the glory of his Father belongs also to him. Again in 16:27 he spoke of coming “with his angels.” Here he speaks of “all the angels” as coming “with him.” Just as the turning of his Father’s glory into his own glory enhances his self-portrayal as the Son of Man, then, so too the addition of “all” to “angels” and the change from his coming with the angels to their coming with him enhance that self-portrait. Enhancing it yet further is his “sit[ting] on the throne of his glory” (= 19:28). A throne indicates royalty, and sitting is the posture of authority. Subjects stand before their seated king, as do the sheep and the goats in this text. Nations of people are gathered before the seated, kingly Son of Man to be judged. “All nations” indicates a judgment of all humanity. He separates them individually from one another to distinguish between the righteous and the unrighteous, between the saved and the lost. Kings were often compared to shepherds, and their subjects to sheep. But to distinguish between the righteous and the unrighteous and include only the righteous as his sheep, Jesus compares the unrighteous to goats as well as the righteous to sheep and himself to a shepherd (compare 9:36; 26:31). Shepherds commonly herded mixed flocks of sheep and goats, but separated them in the evening because sheep prefer the open air at night while goats need the warmth of shelter. The greater value of sheep (because they provide wool in multiple shearings) and their usually white color (Isaiah 1:18) suit them to stand for the righteous. Because most people are right-handed, the right hand often symbolizes favor, as it does here. Though Jesus said in 13:49 that angels will separate the wicked from among the righteous, here he says the Son of Man will separate the sheep and the goats from each other. But in 13:49 he was talking about the separating of false disciples out from among true disciples. Here he’s talking about separating the righteous and the unrighteous from each other in humanity at large.

25:34–36: “Then the king will say to those at his right, ‘[Come] here, you favored ones of my Father. Inherit the kingdom prepared for you since the founding of the world.
35For I hungered and you gave me [something] to eat, I thirsted and you gave me [something] to drink, I was a stranger and you gathered me [into your home],
36[I was] naked [a hyperbole for emphasis on being in rags] and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to me [compare Isaiah 58:7].’ ” Prisoners depended on visitors to bring them food and other personal necessities. Since the kingdom of heaven is the Son of Man’s (13:41; 16:28; 20:21), Jesus calls himself “the king.” But the king’s calling the sheep “you favored ones of my Father” implies that God favors them because they’ve believed the Son of Man to be the Son of God (compare 16:13–17). The Father not only favors them. He owns them. They belong to him. The inheritance of the sheep consists in the kingdom and equates with eternal life (see 25:46). Jesus portrays eternal life as an inheritance to assure his disciples they’ll be compensated for the dispossessions they suffered under persecution (see 19:27–29), and he portrays eternal life as a kingdom to indicate they’ll be compensated for their disenfranchisements, including martyrdoms, through persecution. The preparation of the kingdom ever since the founding of the world shows that despite all their persecutions, disciples needn’t despair: their reward already exists, reserved for them. They suffer for a present, though as yet undelivered, reality, not for an uncertain hope (compare 5:3, 10; 19:14; 21:43).

25:37–40: “Then the righteous will answer him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungering and feed [you], or thirsting and give [you something] to drink?
38And when did we see you a stranger and gather [you into our homes], or naked and clothe [you]?
39And when did we see you sick or in prison and come to you?’ ” “The righteous” tells whom “the sheep” represent. Their addressing the king with “Lord” calls to mind the lordship of Jesus as deity (compare 1:23). Their unconsciousness of having ministered to the king’s needs shows them to be unhypocritical. They lack pretense. 40“And answering, the king will say to them, ‘Amen I tell you, to the extent that you acted [charitably] toward one of these littlest brothers of mine, you acted [charitably] toward me.’ ” Perhaps the best commentary on the king’s answer appears back in 10:40–42, where in speaking to his disciples Jesus said, “The one who welcomes you welcomes me, and the one who welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me. The one who welcomes a prophet in the name of a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward, and the one who welcomes a righteous person in the name of a righteous person will receive a righteous person’s reward. And whoever in the name of a disciple gives one of these little ones just a cup of cold [water] to drink—amen I tell you—will by no means lose his reward” (see the comments on this passage). The “little ones” are believers in Jesus (18:6). Here in 25:40 he calls them his “brothers,” identified in 12:48–50 as those who do the will of his Father in heaven, that is, his (true) disciples. Here, “little” escalates to “littlest” and combines with “one” in the phrase, “for one of these littlest brothers of mine,” to emphasize that doing charity even for a single disciple of low profile counts as doing it for Jesus. “Amen I tell you” underscores his identifying himself with one of them, and “these” invites the righteous to recognize one another as his brothers. They hungered and thirsted, were homeless and naked, and sick and imprisoned because they were suffering persecution and fleeing from it in obedience to Jesus’ command (10:23). So he isn’t talking about general humanitarianism (for that, go to passages such as Luke 10:30–37). He’s talking about disciples’ risking persecution of themselves by helping fellow disciples already under persecution. Such charity demonstrates true discipleship.

25:41–43: “Then he’ll also say to those at [his] left, ‘Go away from me, you accursed ones, into the eternal fire prepared for the Devil and his angels.
42For I hungered and you didn’t give me [anything] to eat, I thirsted and you didn’t give me [anything] to drink,
43I was a stranger and you didn’t gather me [into your homes], naked and you didn’t clothe me, sick and in prison and you didn’t look after me.’ ” Far from doing charity for Jesus’ persecuted disciples, the so-called goats have neglected their needs. “Go away from me” strikes an ominous contrast with “[Come] here” (25:34) and recalls 7:23. “From me” also contrasts starkly with the king’s having identified himself with his littlest brothers. “You accursed ones” strikes another ominous contrast, this time with “you favored ones of my Father” (25:34). “Into the eternal fire” echoes 18:8, another passage featuring Jesus’ “little ones.” Whereas the kingdom was prepared for the righteous and they inherit it, the eternal fire was prepared for the Devil and his angels; and nondisciples go into it—not because it was prepared for them as an inheritance, but because they’re “the sons of the evil one [‘the Devil’ (13:38–39)].” His angels contrast with those of the Son of Man, and the past preparation of eternal fire means that the nondisciples’ punishment already exists. It only awaits their entry. The kingdom was prepared for the righteous “since the founding of the world,” but the eternal fire isn’t said to have been prepared since then. Why? Because God’s initial, primary purpose was for eternal life; but the evil of the Devil and his angels, and now of the unrighteous, has brought about the preparation of eternal fire for a later, secondary purpose of punishment.

25:44–46: “Then they themselves, too, will answer, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungering or thirsting or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison and not serve you [= minister to your needs]?’
45Then he’ll answer them, saying, ‘Amen I tell you, insofar as you didn’t act [charitably] toward one of these littlest [brothers of mine], neither did you act [charitably] toward me.’
46And these [represented by the goats] will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous [will enter] into eternal life [compare Daniel 12:2].” “Themselves” stresses the following attempt to deflect the charge of uncharity. The goats’ addressing Jesus with “Lord” has nothing in their previous lifetime to back it up. The accursed don’t claim evidence of discipleship, as the false prophets of the church did in 7:22, but only express ignorance that they’ve ever faced the king and failed to meet his needs. In Jesus’ reply, “Amen I tell you” once again stresses his identifying himself with even one of his low profile disciples. “Eternal punishment” tells the purpose of “the eternal fire,” and “eternal life” defines “inherit[ing] the kingdom.” Fire wouldn’t need to be eternal if the punishment weren’t everlasting any more than life would need to be eternal if inheriting the kingdom weren’t everlasting. So punishment needs to be understood as everlasting in its suffering just as life needs to be understood as everlasting in its enjoyment.

  

THE DISCIPLES’ UNDERSTANDING THAT JESUS MUST BE CRUCIFIED
 Matthew 26:1–5
 

26:1–2: And it happened that when Jesus had finished [speaking] all these words, he said to his disciples,
2“You know that after two days the Passover is taking place and the Son of Man is being given over to be crucified.” “All these words” refers to the lengthy, just-finished discourse in chapters 23–25; and the whole clause, “when Jesus had finished [speaking] all these words,” echoes Deuteronomy 32:45: “And Moses finished speaking all these words.” So Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus as the new and greater Moses crops up again. Jesus’ present statement to the disciples isn’t so much another prediction of his crucifixion (for which see 20:19) as it’s an observation that the disciples know not only the approach of the Passover festival (a matter of course) but also the Son of Man’s upcoming delivery to crucifixion, because they’ve understood his earlier predictions of the passion (16:21; 17:12, 22–23; 20:18–19). They know even the mode of his execution. As often in Matthew, then, the accent falls on understanding as a necessary element of discipleship (see 13:11, 23, 51; 16:12; 17:13). The present tense in “is taking place” and “is being given over” portrays the Passover and the Son of Man’s delivery to crucifixion as so soon and sure to fulfill his earlier predictions that they’re as good as happening right now. For the taking place of the Passover “after two days,” see the comments on Mark 14:1.

26:3–5: Then the chief priests and the elders of the people gathered together in the courtyard of the high priest, called Caiaphas;
4and they plotted together in order that they might seize Jesus with cunning and kill [him (compare Exodus 21:14; Psalms 2:2; 31:13)].
5But they were saying, “[Let’s not seize him] in the festal assembly, lest there be a riot among the people.” “Then” means that at the very time Jesus mentions his being given over to be crucified, Jewish authorities are setting in motion the events that will fulfill his passion predictions. As in 21:23, Matthew attaches “of the people” to “the elders” so as to link the general populace of Jerusalem with the elders in opposition to Jesus (see 27:25). The chief priests and elders were based in Jerusalem. “In order that” highlights their malevolent purpose. The contrast between this purpose and the resolve to use cunning for avoidance of a riot emphasizes their treachery and recalls their fear of the crowds in 21:46. They presume that Jesus will head back to Galilee after the Passover, to which was attached the weeklong Festival of Unleavened Bread, so that they plot to seize and kill Jesus while he’s still in Jerusalem during the festival but apart from the crowds of people assembled during daytime in the temple courts. Judas Iscariot will give them their opportunity to seize Jesus in Gethsemane, just outside Jerusalem, in the middle of night (26:36–56).


  



THE CONTRAST BETWEEN A WOMAN’S LARGE EXPENDITURE FOR THE PERFUMING OF JESUS’ BODY AND JUDAS ISCARIOT’S BARGAIN TO BETRAY JESUS FOR A PALTRY SUM
 Matthew 26:6–16
 

26:6–9: But when Jesus came to be in Bethany [on the Mount of Olives (see the comments on Mark 11:1 for further details)] in Simon the leper’s house,
7there approached him a woman having an alabaster flask of very expensive perfume. And she poured [it] on his head as he was reclining [at table].
8But on seeing [what she’d done], the disciples got indignant, saying, “To what purpose [is] this waste?
9For this [perfume] could have been sold for much [money] and [the money] given to poor people.” “But” introduces the following act of devotion to Jesus as a contrast with the foregoing plot against Jesus’ life. Concerning Simon the leper, the woman, the perfume, and the act of devotion, see the comments on Mark 14:3. Matthew’s description of the perfume as “very expensive” sets up for a contrast with the paltry price of thirty pieces of silver that the chief priests will pay Judas Iscariot for Jesus (26:14–16; 27:3–10).

The disciples have asked a question: “To what purpose [is] this waste?” Jesus now adds to their knowledge by answering the question in 26:10–13 (compare 13:10–12); but he begins with a question of his own: And on coming to know [what the disciples were saying], Jesus said to them, “Why are you causing the woman troubles [= bothering her, with the implication that the disciples have been either addressing her with indignation or voicing to one another their indignation in her hearing]? For she has worked on me [as distinct from ‘poor people’ in your statement] a good work [in contrast with ‘this waste’ that you’ve talked about; also in contrast with the dastardly plot of the chief priests and elders in 26:3–5].
11For you always have the poor with yourselves [compare Deuteronomy 15:11], but me you don’t always have [a predictive allusion to his soon-coming death and therefore also a hint of his supernaturally knowing about the plot just now hatched against him].” The allusion to Jesus’ soon-coming death now becomes more than an allusion: 12“For by throwing this perfume on my body, this [woman] did [it] to prepare me for burial.
13Amen I tell you, wherever in the whole world this gospel [= good news] is proclaimed, also what this [woman] has done will be told, with the result of her being remembered.” Verses 10–12 present a series of three statements beginning with “For” and thus giving three reasons why the disciples shouldn’t give the woman “troubles”: (1) the goodness of her deed, emphasized by the wordplay in “worked a good work”; (2) the constancy of having the poor with them versus Jesus’ impending physical absence; and (3) the nature of the anointing as a preparation of his body for burial. The word for “body” can also mean “corpse,” though of course Jesus’ body isn’t a corpse quite yet. The constancy of having the poor implies that apart from having Jesus present, selling the perfume and giving the proceeds to poor people would be obligatory (compare 6:1–4). “Throwing this perfume on my body” portrays the woman’s “pour[ing] it on his head” with a vigorous figure of speech that sets the stage for a contrast with Judas’s “throwing” the thirty pieces of blood money into the sanctuary (27:5). Burial implies death. Jesus’ interpretation of the woman’s deed doesn’t necessarily imply she had in mind the meaning he gives it. On the contrary, she perfumed only his head, whereas he speaks of his body; and for corpses Jews ordinarily used cheap olive oil, not expensive perfume. Nevertheless, anticipatory preparation for burial adds a detail that hasn’t appeared in the earlier passion predictions—namely, that Jesus’ corpse won’t be prepared in the usual manner between death and burial. He adds further predictions: (1) that “this gospel,” referring to “this gospel of the kingdom” mentioned in 24:14 and explicated in Matthew, will be proclaimed throughout the whole world and (2) that the woman’s good deed will be told along with this gospel, so that she’ll be remembered for her good deed rather than criticized (as here). Her anonymity and “the whole world” make a fulfillment of these predictions unlikely and therefore the fulfillment more impressive when it actually happens (as it has!). “Amen I tell you” gives Jesus’ disciples assurance of the unlikely fulfillment.

26:14–16: Then on going to the chief priests, one of the Twelve, called Judas Iscariot,
15said, “What are you willing to give me, and I’ll give him over to you?” “One of the Twelve” harks back to 10:4, highlights the treachery he’s about to exhibit, and makes him a negative example of those Christians who’ll betray one another (24:10). “Called Judas Iscariot” puts him in parallel and company with the high priest “called Caiaphas” (26:3). Imagine! One of Jesus’ chosen twelve goes to the chief priests to help their plot succeed. Judas’s treachery runs so deep that he asks for money, leaves the amount open, as though he’ll accept whatever they’re willing to give him, and promises to give Jesus over to the chief priests. The greed of Judas intensifies his guilt and casts a bad light on betrayers of one another in the church. “Then” associates Judas’s going to the chief priests with the woman’s pouring expensive perfume on Jesus’ head to prepare his body for burial. Ironically, Judas’s treacherous action contributes to the outworking of the woman’s good deed. And they weighed out to him thirty silver coins [which he must have taken, since in 27:5 he’ll throw them into the sanctuary (see Zechariah 11:12)].
16And from then on he started seeking a favorable opportunity to give him over [to the chief priests]. According to Exodus 21:32, thirty shekels of silver were the value of a slave. So to betray Jesus, the Lord who is “God with us” (1:23), Judas accepts the price of a slave. For shame! Just as in 4:17 “from then on” indicated the beginning of Jesus’ Galilean ministry, and in 16:21 indicated the beginning of his teaching the disciples about his coming passion and resurrection, here the phrase indicates the beginning of the passion-and-resurrection itself. “A favorable opportunity” will have to conform to the chief priests’ and elders’ determination to avoid a riot in the festal assembly (26:5), and Judas’s “seeking” such an opportunity shows determination to carry out his treacherous purpose of giving Jesus over to them.

  

THE PREPARATION OF THE PASSOVER AND THE OBSERVANCE OF THE LORD’S SUPPER AS OBEDIENCE TO JESUS’ COMMANDS
 Matthew 26:17–29
 

26:17–19: And on the first [day] of [the Festival of] Unleavened [Bread] the disciples approached Jesus, saying, “Where [in Jerusalem] do you desire that we prepare for you, so as to eat the Passover [meal]?”
18And he said, “Go into the city to so-and-so and tell him, ‘The teacher says, “My time is near. [On coming] to you, I’m doing the Passover with my disciples.” ’ ” For “the first [day] of [the Festival of] Unleavened [Bread],” see the comments on Mark 14:12. Jesus is such a Law-abiding Jew that he doesn’t have to tell the Twelve he’s going to eat the Passover. They know he will. Their only question is where he wants them to prepare the meal. “For you” goes with “prepare,” not with “to eat the Passover.” So the emphasis doesn’t rest on preparation for eating—rather, on preparation for Jesus. “To so-and-so” reflects Old Testament terminology for referencing someone or something whose identity is unimportant (compare Ruth 4:1; 1 Samuel 21:2; 2 Kings 6:8, though English translations don’t always bring out this usage). As a result, attention is riveted solely on Jesus, called “The teacher” in an echo of 23:8: “For one is your teacher.” The word for Jesus’ “time” connotes an appropriate time, here the time appropriate for the fulfillment of his passion-and-resurrection predictions. This time is “near” in that he’s speaking on the Thursday before Good Friday. Near indeed! There’s a wordplay between Jesus’ “time” and the “favorable opportunity” Judas is seeking in that the Greek word for “opportunity” contains a variant form of the word for “time.” The present tense in “I’m doing the Passover” portrays his celebrating it as so soon and certain that the celebration might as well be taking place already. “With my disciples” recalls Jesus’ being called “ ‘Immanuel,’ which is translated ‘God [is] with us’ ” (1:23). 19And the disciples did as Jesus had ordered them [compare 21:6], and they prepared the Passover [meal]. So this paragraph ends with emphasis on the disciples’ exemplary obedience to his ordering them to prepare for his adherence to the law of Passover along with them.

26:20–22: And when evening had come, Jesus was reclining [at table] with the Twelve. Jews usually ate their late meal toward the end of the afternoon, but evening was the proper time for a Passover meal (Exodus 12:8). 21And while they were eating he said, “Amen I tell you that one of you will give me over [to those plotting to have me crucified (26:1–5)].” This prediction is shocking, because although Jesus has spoken before of being given over to his enemies (17:22–23; 20:18–19), up till now he hasn’t identified the betrayer as one of his disciples, much less one of his intimates, the specially chosen twelve. The unlikelihood of betrayal from within the ranks of the Twelve, who are eating the Passover with him, will make the fulfillment of his present prediction just as impressive as his many fulfillments of Old Testament prophecy, detailed throughout Matthew. “Amen I tell you” underlines certainty of fulfillment despite this unlikelihood. 22And being exceedingly saddened, they—each one [of them, including Judas Iscariot]—began saying to him, “Surely I’m not [the betrayer], am I, Lord?” The disciples’ exceeding sadness echoes their exceeding sadness after Jesus’ second passion prediction (17:22–23) and puts them in a good light. For emphasis, “each one [of them]” individualizes their sadness. “Began to say to him” implies that they asked their question one after another. Their addressing him with “Lord” implies what they think is an incapability of betraying him, except that for Judas Iscariot the address disguises his “seeking a favorable opportunity” to do just that. As usual when addressed to Jesus, “Lord” points to his deity.

26:23–25: And he, answering, said, “The one who has dipped [his] hand with me in the bowl—this one will give me over.
24On the one hand, the Son of Man is going away, just as it’s written concerning him. On the other hand, alas for that man through whom the Son of Man is being given over! It would have been good for him if he—that man—hadn’t been born.” “And answering” puts some emphasis on Jesus’ response to the disciples’ question. For the rest, see the comments on Mark 14:19–21; but note that Matthew lacks “himself” between “who” and “is dipping,” and lacks “one” before “bowl.” 25And answering, Judas, the one giving him over, said, “Surely I’m not [the betrayer], am I, Rabbi?” He tells him, “You yourself have spoken.” “Each one [of them]” in 26:22 must have included Judas. So he responds to Jesus’ second pronouncement of betrayal with a second question, repetitive of his first question to Jesus except for a change of address from “Lord” to “Rabbi.” In 23:8 Jesus implied that as the disciples’ one teacher he was their rabbi. But Judas’s addressing him presently with “Rabbi” anticipates his addressing Jesus with “Rabbi” in the very act of giving him over to the chief priests and elders (26:49). Judas’s question exudes hypocrisy. He knows very well that he’s the betrayer. He has been paid to betray Jesus. The thirty silver coins are jingling in Judas’s pocket, and he’s currently seeking a favorable opportunity for the betrayal (26:14–16). So his question, which like that of the other disciples is worded in a way that expects a negative answer, lacks sincerity. “And answering” adds emphasis to his pretending loyalty to Jesus with the question. “The one giving him over” echoes 10:4 and adds further emphasis on Judas’s pretense. The abruptness and present tense in “He [Jesus] tells him” underscore Jesus’ answer, “You yourself have spoken,” which amounts to a refusal to answer, as if to say, “Your words, not mine.” Jesus won’t identify Judas as the betrayer, because if he were to do so the other disciples would stop Judas, and Jesus’ prediction that one of the Twelve is going to betray him wouldn’t come to pass.

26:26–29: And while they were eating, Jesus, on taking bread and saying a blessing [= praising God for the bread], broke [it into pieces, as was especially appropriate for unleavened bread, its being cracker-like] and, on giving [it] to the disciples, said, “Take [these pieces of bread]. Eat [them]. This is my corpse.” In the context of Jesus’ being given over to death, the word for “body” is better translated “corpse” (compare the use of this same word in reference to Jesus’ burial at 26:12; 27:58–59). 27And on taking a cup and giving thanks, he gave [it] to them, saying, “Drink from it, all of you.
28For this is my covenant-blood [compare Exodus 24:8] that’s being poured out in behalf of many [people] for forgiveness of sins.
29And I tell you, by no means will I from now on drink from this produce of the vine till that day whenever I drink it anew with you in my Father’s kingdom.” Still alive and well, Jesus is reclining bodily with his disciples and, as just noted, “corpse” better suits the context of his coming death and burial than “body” does. So “This represents my corpse” correctly interprets “This is my corpse.” Similarly, since Jesus’ blood has yet to be poured out (though “is being poured out” makes the outpouring as good as happening already), “this [cup containing red wine] represents my covenant-blood” interprets “this is my covenant-blood” correctly (but see John 6:47–60 with comments on the offensiveness of what on the unintended literalistic level is cannibalistic language). The separate mention of outpoured blood indicates a violent death, as in our term “bloodshed.” We have then a symbolic as well as verbal prediction of Jesus’ passion. The covenantal character of the blood and its “being poured out in behalf of many” also indicate the sacrificial character of Jesus’ approaching death, its atoning value for others, as brought out clearly in the added phrase, “for forgiveness of sins.” Whereas the blood of animal sacrifices under the Mosaic covenant covered sins only provisionally and temporarily, Jesus’ blood remits sins, that is, takes them clean away. Since the Old Testament uses a cup of wine figuratively for divine punishment (see Psalms 11:6; 75:8; Isaiah 51:17, 21–23), the cup of Jesus’ covenant-blood suggests that he is to endure vicariously the punishment deserved by others for their sins.

The terse commands, “Take,” “Eat,” and “Drink . . .” make the taking, eating, and drinking matters of obedience. “All of you” commands drinking from the one cup that represents Jesus’ covenant-blood. There’s only one source of atonement, to which all must repair if their sins are to be forgiven. So the taking, eating, and drinking represent appropriation by faith of the benefits of Jesus’ sacrificial death. “For many” enlarges the number of beneficiaries beyond the Twelve to include those to be discipled among all nations (28:18–20). Matthew never gets around to saying that the Twelve did take, eat, and drink. So the accent stays on Jesus’ authoritative commands, which thereby become part of his updating the Old Testament law through escalating the Passover Supper into the Lord’s Supper. “For” introduces the outpouring of his covenant-blood as the reason for drinking. Not to drink would represent failure to appropriate the benefits of that outpouring. Since the forgiveness of sins depends on the outpouring, obedience to Jesus’ commands is evidential of true discipleship, not meritorious of forgiveness (compare Isaiah 53:12; Jeremiah 31:34).

The passage ends with Jesus’ saying he’ll abstain from wine till he drinks it in his Father’s kingdom. “And I tell you,” “by no means,” and “from now on” stress the abstinence. “With you” implies that Jesus’ physical absence from the disciples in the coming church age—a time of persecution for them, as he has repeatedly predicted—would make wine-drinking, a celebratory sort of drinking, inappropriate for him. He’ll hardly be able to celebrate while his disciples are suffering. But a physical “with you” in the future kingdom will consummate his being physically “Immanuel . . . God [is] with us” (1:23) until his death, burial, resurrection, and implied departure to heaven, whence he’ll come back. “Anew” implies that Jesus has drunk with his disciples in the past and perhaps on this occasion—though probably not the wine of the Eucharist, for he gave the cup to them for the drinking of that wine. And since drinking that wine represented appropriating forgiveness of sins by faith in his atoning blood, it would have spoiled the symbolism for him to drink it. His blood was shed for others’ sins, not for any sin of his own. “In my Father’s kingdom” means “when my Father fully establishes his reign on earth.” The use of “my Father’s kingdom” rather than “God’s kingdom” or “the kingdom of heaven” calls attention to Jesus’ divine sonship. One of the Twelve will betray him, but his heavenly Father will vindicate him.

  

JESUS AS AN EXAMPLE OF PRAYERFULNESS AND PETER AS AN EXAMPLE OF PRAYERLESSNESS THAT WILL LEAD TO DISOWNING JESUS IN TIME OF PERSECUTION
 Matthew 26:30–46
 

In accordance with custom the Passover meal ends by the middle of the night, so that Jesus and the disciples now leave for the Mount of Olives. (Matthew doesn’t tell at what point Judas parted from their company, so that the emphasis will fall solely on the coming betrayal as such.) 26:30–32: And after hymn-singing [probably some of Psalms 114 (or 113)–118] they went out to the Mount of Olives.
31Then [= during their going] Jesus tells them, “You, all of you, will be tripped up in [regard to] me during this night [compare 11:6; 13:57]. For it’s written, ‘I’ll strike the shepherd, and the sheep’ of the flock ‘will be scattered [Zechariah 13:7].’
32But after I’ve been raised, I’ll go ahead of you into Galilee.” “You” and “all of you” are designed to keep the disciples from trying to deflect Jesus’ dire prediction concerning them. “In [regard to] me” makes him the cause of their getting tripped up, and “during this night” tightens the time frame for fulfillment. Adding “of the flock” (not in Zechariah) to “the sheep” makes a figure of speech for “the church,” which Jesus earlier compared to a building (16:18). Concerning the rest, see the comments on Mark 14:26–28.

26:33–35: But answering, Peter told him, “Though all will be tripped up in [regard to] you, I myself will never be tripped up.” “Answering,” “myself,” and “never” add weight to Peter’s denial. 34Jesus told him, “Amen I tell you that during this night, before a rooster crows, you’ll disown me three times.” The abruptness of “Jesus told him” exhibits impatience with Peter’s contradicting his prediction. “Amen I tell you” sets the certainty of this prediction’s fulfillment opposite Peter’s counterprediction. “During this night” matches the tightened time frame of Jesus’ prediction concerning all the disciples, only now he predicts Peter’s disowning him in addition to their being scattered. “Before a rooster crows” tightens the time frame further. “Three times” specifies the number of disownings. Astonishing detail! And Peter’s disowning Jesus to save his own life will be the polar opposite of disowning himself to follow Jesus at the possible cost of his own life (16:24). 35Peter tells him, “Even if it’s necessary that I die with you, by no means will I disown you.” And all the disciples spoke likewise. Peter matches Jesus’ abruptness with his own. The present tense of “says” and “by no means” underline Peter’s misplaced self-confidence. “Even if it’s necessary that I die with you” underlines the extent to which he claims he’s ready to go for proof of his loyalty. In 16:21–23 he predicted Jesus wouldn’t undergo the passion. But after Jesus’ rebuke, he must have come to recognize its necessity; for the disciples’ extreme sadness after the second passion prediction (17:22–23) implied Peter’s acceptance of the divine necessity that Jesus die. “Even if it’s necessary that I die with you” therefore means that Peter will join Jesus in that necessity before disowning him. See further the comments on Mark 14:29–31, though Matthew lacks some of Mark’s features just as Mark lacks some of Matthew’s features.

26:36–38: Then Jesus comes with them to a parcel of land called Gethsemane; and he tells his disciples, “Sit here while, after going over there, I pray [compare Genesis 22:5].”
37And on taking along Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, he started being saddened and dismayed.
38Then he tells them, “ ‘My soul is very sad, to [the point of] death [Psalms 42:5, 11; 43:5; Jonah 4:9].’ Remain here and stay awake with me.” “Then” relates the arrival of Jesus at Gethsemane to his just having predicted that Peter will disown him three times before cockcrow this very night. Thus Matthew portrays Peter’s upcoming prayerlessness as the reason Peter will fulfill Jesus’ prediction. The present tense in “comes” and in two instances of “tells” adds drama to the episode. The coming of Jesus “with them” recalls again his being “God with us” (1:23). “While . . . I pray” means “as long as I pray.” The anonymity of “the two sons of Zebedee” leaves “Peter” standing out as the representative disciple, whose prayerlessness and subsequent failure will wave a red flag of warning to all disciples. The addition of “with me” to “Stay awake” complements Jesus’ having come “with them.” They’re to stay with him just as he has stayed with them. For the elements shared with Mark 14:32–34, see the comments on that passage.

26:39: And on going forward a little, he fell on his face, praying and saying, “My Father, if it’s possible, this cup is to pass away from me. Nevertheless, not as I want—rather, as you [want].” Jesus’ “going forward a little” allows Peter and Zebedee’s sons to see before they fall asleep what he does and to hear what he prays. (In that culture even private prayer was usually spoken out loud.) “He fell on his face” represents body language for the sadness and dismay that Jesus has just expressed in words (compare 17:6; Genesis 17:3, 17; Numbers 14:5; 16:4 and so on). “My Father” echoes Jesus’ recently spoken phrase, “my Father’s kingdom” (26:29), and suits Matthew’s emphasis on Jesus’ divine sonship. “This cup” alludes to the literal cup representing Jesus’ covenant-blood at the institution of the Lord’s Supper (26:27–28) and here refers figuratively to Jesus’ sacrificial death that the sins of many people may be forgiven. This figure of speech appeared in 20:22–23; but “the cup” and “my cup” in that passage have turned into “this cup,” because his death is on the verge of taking place. The traditional translation, “let this cup pass away from me,” sounds as though Jesus is asking God to act directly on his behalf. Not so. Grammatically, Jesus is using his Father as a sounding board for a command issuing from Jesus that the cup pass away from him (Jesus), if possible. Even in the midst of his extreme sadness and dismay, he’s too reticent to ask the Father himself to make the cup pass away from him. This same reticence leads Jesus to add “Nevertheless, not as I want—rather, as you [want].” Thus Jesus’ prayer exemplifies the prayer he taught his disciples, in particular, “Your will come to pass on earth as also [it comes to pass] in heaven” (6:10).

26:40–41: And he comes to the disciples and finds them sleeping and tells Peter, “In this way [that is, by going to sleep] you [plural] weren’t strong enough to stay awake with me for one hour!” As in 26:36–38, the present tense in verbs—here, “comes,” “finds,” and “tells”—adds drama to the episode. See the comments on Mark 14:37 for translating Jesus’ words as an accusatory exclamation rather than as a question. Though Jesus speaks to Peter, the plural “you” includes Zebedee’s sons along with Peter and thus makes him represent other disciples. “With me” echoes 26:38 and, as there, complements Jesus’ having come “with them” as “Immanuel . . . ‘God [is] with us’ ” (1:23). “For one hour” indicates the length of time Jesus’ first prayer vigil occupied. 41“Stay awake and pray lest you enter into temptation. On the one hand, the spirit [is] eager. On the other hand, the flesh [is] weak.” Earlier, Jesus told them only to stay awake (26:38). Now he tells them also to pray. In that culture people prayed not only out loud but also with their eyes open, not with their eyes shut. Praying would help the disciples stay awake, then, so as not to enter into—that is, succumb to—the temptation to sleep. The command echoes the Lord’s Prayer (compare 6:13: “And you shouldn’t lead us into temptation”). The spirit of the disciples may be eager to help Jesus, but their flesh is weak in the sense of tired (“You weren’t strong enough”). It’s late at night, and they’ve had an unusually full meal. Only prayer can help their eager spirit win its tug-of-war with their weak flesh. As in Psalm 51:12, to which Jesus alludes, we should think of their human spirit, not of God’s Spirit.

26:42–44: Again, on going away a second [time] he prayed, saying, “My Father, if it isn’t possible that this cup pass away unless I drink it, your will come to pass.” Again the address, “My Father,” accents Jesus’ divine sonship. Instead of Jesus’ wanting the cup to pass away from him (as in the first prayer), we discover now an expectation that he must drink it. “Drink” echoes Jesus’ usage in 20:22–23; 26:27, 29. “Unless I drink it” implies that the cup will pass away if Jesus does drink it. It will pass away in that by drinking it he’ll have emptied it of its poison of death. In that sense it will have passed away, but not from him, because he’ll have drunk that poison—hence his omitting the earlier “from me.” And instead of a contrast between Jesus’ will and the Father’s will (as in the first prayer), we discover a reference only to the Father’s will. “Your will come to pass” echoes the Lord’s Prayer exactly: “Your will come to pass” (6:10). Again Jesus is using his Father as a sounding board for a command issuing from him (Jesus) that the Father’s will come to pass. 43And on coming again, he found them sleeping; for their eyes were weighed [down (= heavy with sleep)].
44And on leaving them again, going away he prayed a third time, speaking the same statement again. Jesus’ staying awake and praying three times contrasts with the disciples’, and especially Peter’s, threefold going to sleep and failing to pray (see 26:45 for the third time). This failure will have its consequence in Peter’s three disownings of Jesus, as predicted by Jesus—one disowning for each failure to stay awake and pray with him. So Peter, the representative disciple, stands as an example warning all other disciples that failure to pray beyond the limits of physical comfort will result in succumbing to temptation, that is, in yielding to the temptation to disown Jesus for the purpose of saving their necks in time of persecution. On the other hand, Jesus’ staying awake and praying three times presents an example to be followed. He’ll save his life by losing it, and that’s a lot better than losing your life by saving it (compare 16:25). “Speaking the same statement” brings up for the third time Jesus’ wanting the Father’s will rather than his own. And the redundancy of a second “again” adds yet more weight to Jesus’ example of staying awake and praying.

26:45–46: Then he comes to the disciples and says to them, “Are you sleeping for the remainder [of the time till the betrayer arrives] and resting?” Jesus’ question arises out of disgust at the disciples’ sleepy prayerlessness. Or we could translate with a disgusted exclamation: “You’re sleeping for the remainder of the time and resting!” Under either translation, the present tense of “comes” and “says” highlights the disgust. “Behold, the hour has drawn near; and the Son of Man is being given over into the hands of sinners.
46Rouse yourselves! Let’s go! Behold, the one who’s giving me over has drawn near.” “The hour” is that of Jesus’ betrayal and arrest, as indicated by the Son of Man’s “being given over into the hands of sinners” and by the parallel between the drawing near of the hour and the drawing near of the betrayer, both emphasized by a “Behold” (see also 27:55). Jesus’ hour of betrayal and arrest follows upon the hour of his praying (26:40). “Is being given over” makes the betrayal as good as taking place already. So the disciples have to rouse themselves. “Let’s go” doesn’t mean “Let’s get out of here and escape.” It means “Let’s go meet the betrayer and the ‘sinners’ into whose ‘hands’ he’s giving me over” (see the comments on Mark 9:31 for the connotation of violence in the phrase “into the hands of sinners”). “Sinners” highlights the injustice Jesus will suffer, but going to meet the betrayer and the sinners shows him carrying out his Father’s will, not his own. Thanks to Judas, the sinners who make up the chief priests’ and elders’ posse can now arrest Jesus in the dead of night apart from the festal assembly, where in view of his popularity an arrest would have caused a riot (26:3–5).

  

JESUS’ DEATH AS A FULFILLMENT OF OLD TESTAMENT PROPHECY
 Matthew 26:47–56
 

26:47–48: And while he was still speaking, behold, Judas—one of the Twelve—came, and with him a large crowd with swords and clubs, [a crowd] from the chief priests and elders of the people. The arrival of Judas while Jesus was still speaking puts on display Jesus’ knowing that he was in the process of being betrayed and that the betrayer had drawn near (26:45–46). The “behold” that highlights Judas’s arrival echoes the “Behold” that highlighted Jesus’ announcement of Judas’s approach. “One of the Twelve” echoes 26:14 and, as there, highlights in turn the treachery in Jesus’ betrayal by one of his inner circle (compare 10:4). This treachery foreshadows the treachery of false disciples who’ll betray their fellow disciples in times of persecution (24:10). The large size of the crowd with Judas contrasts with the fewness of Jesus and his band and gives the crowd an unfair advantage. The chief priests and elders didn’t want to seize Jesus in the crowds of the festal assembly (26:3–5). But now they’ve drummed up their own crowd and armed them with swords and clubs. Despite the arms and the large size of the crowd, though, the chief priests and elders don’t risk themselves by coming with their crowd. Cowards! 48And the one giving him over gave them a signal, saying, “Whomever I kiss—it’s he. Seize him.” Though the moon shone during Passover (except when clouds covered it, of course), the nighttime, the presence of the Eleven, and the possibility of a melee dictated the need for Judas to identify Jesus in an ostensibly peaceful way. Hence the signal of a kiss. A simple pronoun would have referred to Judas well enough (“And he gave them a signal”). But Matthew designates him with the phrase, “the one giving him over,” to keep attention focused on the treachery of betrayal and on the fulfillment of Jesus’ prediction that one of the Twelve would give him over (26:21–25). Kissing Jesus as a signal to seize him deepens the treachery with a show of affectionate homage. “Seize him” exposes the show as a charade. In view of Jesus’ thrice-repeated submission to his Father’s will (26:39, 42, 44) and going to meet Judas and the arresters (26:46), there’s irony in Judas’s instruction, “Seize him,” as though Jesus might try to escape.

26:49–50: And immediately on approaching Jesus, he said, “Hail, Rabbi,” and kissed him.
50But Jesus told him, “Comrade, [do] what you’re here for.” Then, on approaching, they [the crowd] laid hands on Jesus and seized him. To forestall a getaway by Jesus, Judas acts immediately. Accompanying the signal of a kiss is Judas’s greeting Jesus and addressing him with “Rabbi,” which echoes 26:25, where he pretended not to know whether he was going to be the betrayer though he’d gotten advance payment and was seeking a favorable opportunity (26:14–16). “Hail” anticipates “Hail” in 27:29, where soldiers will mock Jesus with this greeting. Judas, then, stands on the side of those who’ll mock Jesus. Indeed, his present words and deeds constitute a mockery of Jesus. Additionally, the cheerful greeting, the respectful address, and the affectionate kiss represent hypocrisy at its height. Irony too. The greeting is ironic in that it literally means “Rejoice” or, as we’d say, “Have a nice day,” whereas Jesus is going to be killed. The address is likewise ironic in that “Rabbi” means “my great one,” yet Judas has gotten only the price of a slave for betraying Jesus (26:14–16). And the kiss is ironic in that the verb for it either intensifies the connotation of affection or denotes kissing the hand or feet rather than the face. So Judas was feigning affection or humility. “Comrade” occurred for a false disciple in 22:12–13 (compare 20:13), so that Jesus’ addressing Judas with this term, itself ironic in that Judas is proving himself a betrayer rather than a comrade—Jesus’ addressing him as such designates him a false disciple. Nor does the irony stop even here. For Jesus goes on to issue Judas an ironic command to proceed with what he has come to do, as though to say, “You’ve called me ‘Rabbi.’ Well, obey my command to do what you’ve come for. It’s my Father’s will, and I’ve submitted to it.” By laying their hands on Jesus and seizing him, the crowd of thugs both obey Judas’s instruction and fulfill Jesus’ statement in 26:45 (see the comments on that verse).

26:51: And behold, one of those with Jesus, on stretching out [his] hand, drew out his sword and by striking the high priest’s slave lopped off his ear. “One of those with Jesus” identifies the swordsman as one of Jesus’ disciples. The crowd are armed with swords. So this disciple, unnamed by Matthew, responds in kind. His swordplay doesn’t contrast with Judas’s betrayal as good to bad; rather, it corresponds with the betrayal as evil to evil. “Behold” highlights the evil of the swordplay just as “behold” highlighted the evil of the betrayal (26:47). In this way Matthew shows that a violent response to persecution is no better than betraying others to persecutors (compare 5:5, 38–48). The striking of the high priest’s slave reminds us of the striking of Jesus the shepherd in 26:31, quoting Zechariah 13:7. But only God’s striking of Jesus, in accordance with Scripture, is legitimate.

26:52–54: Then Jesus tells him, “Return your sword to its place. For all who’ve taken hold of a sword [to use it] will perish by a sword.
53Or do you suppose that I can’t implore my Father and [that as a result] he’ll right now put at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels?
54How then [if I were to get twelve legions of angels to defend me] would the Scriptures be fulfilled that it [my sacrificial death] must take place in this way?” The present tense of “tells” lends emphasis to Jesus’ response. The response carries forward his teaching against retaliation and presents Jesus himself as an example of carrying out that teaching (5:38–48). “All who take a sword” allows no exception to the teaching against retaliation or, more particularly, to using violence in resistance to persecution. Six thousand made a single legion. Twelve legions would provide plenty of protection, one legion each for Jesus and the eleven disciples (compare 4:6 and the guardian angels in 18:10). Though Jesus can gain the assistance of so many angelic warriors, and even more, he won’t go against God’s will as revealed in the Scriptures; for he didn’t come “to tear down the Law or the Prophets . . . rather, to fulfill” (5:17–18).

26:55–56: In that hour Jesus said to the crowds, “As against a bandit have you come out with swords and clubs to take me with [you]?” This question could be repunctuated as an indignant statement; but either way, Jesus’ response foreshadows the crucifixion of two bandits with him (27:38) and exposes the injustice of his arrest by indirectly and ironically calling to mind his beneficial healings and exorcisms instead of banditry. It’s the chief priests and elders, who sent the crowds to arrest Jesus, that sponsored banditry—in the temple no less (21:13)! “The large crowd” of 26:47 has turned into “the crowds” (plural) to reemphasize both the contrast with the fewness of Jesus and his band and the chief priests’ and elders’ fear of causing a riot by arresting Jesus in the festal assembly. “In that hour” links with 26:45: “Behold, the hour has drawn near.” Only now the hour is no longer near. It has arrived, and Jesus finds himself within it. “Day by day I was sitting in the temple [courts], teaching, and you didn’t seize me.” This sarcastic observation refers to Jesus’ teaching in the temple courts as exemplified in 21:23–23:39 and exposes the discrepancy between the Sanhedrin’s launching against him a kind of military expedition, as though he were a bandit to capture whom they’ve had to arm crowds of thugs and send them out into the countryside—the discrepancy between that and Judas’s having just greeted him, called him “Rabbi,” and kissed him. “Day by day” and “in the temple [courts]” emphasize this discrepancy by indicating closeness, frequency, and therefore plenty of opportunity for them to have arrested Jesus earlier. The teaching recorded in 21:23–23:39 took place during a single day, so that that teaching exemplifies teaching which took place on other days too. Sitting was the authoritative posture taken by teachers. So by saying, “I was sitting . . . teaching,” Jesus portrays himself as the one legitimate rabbi-teacher (see 23:8), whom they might have seized very easily. He wasn’t hiding or fleeing. He was sitting in plain view and teaching within earshot! 56“But this whole thing has happened in order that the Scriptures [= writings] of the prophets might be fulfilled [compare 1:22; 2:23; 26:54].” “This whole thing” refers to Judas’s having given Jesus over to his enemies. “Has happened” indicates a past event that has a continuing effect. The rest of the statement tells the purpose of this betrayal, the purpose of fulfilling prophetic scriptures concerning Jesus’ sacrificial death. But little did Judas and those who seized Jesus know they were contributing toward that purpose. Those scriptures include at least Zechariah 13:7, quoted by Jesus in 26:31 (see the comments on Mark 14:48 for further such scriptures). Then leaving him, all the disciples fled. In addition to the fulfillment of prophetic scriptures, we now have the fulfillment of Jesus’ own prediction in 26:31 that all the disciples would be tripped up because of him and scattered this very night, a prediction backed up by a prediction in Zechariah 13:7. The flight of “all the disciples” contrasts also with the earlier protestations of loyalty to Jesus by “all the disciples” (26:35).

  

JESUS’ EXAMPLE OF NONRETALIATION AND REFUSAL TO TAKE AN OATH
 Matthew 26:57–68
 

26:57–58: But the ones who’d seized Jesus led [him] away to Caiaphas, the high priest, where the scholars and the elders had gathered together. “But” marks a contrast between the disciples’ having left Jesus and the crowds’ now leading him away. Matthew identifies the high priest by name or, rather, identifies Caiaphas as the high priest. “The scholars and the elders” refers to the Sanhedrin, a kind of supreme court for the Jews. Matthew mentions “the scholars” first because the upcoming session will feature theological issues regarding Jesus’ messiahship and divine sonship (contrast 26:47, which mentioned “the chief priests” ahead of “the elders of the people”). The high priest chaired the Sanhedrin; so it was natural for Jesus to be taken to Caiaphas and for the Sanhedrin to convene at Caiaphas’s residence, where Caiaphas would naturally have been in the middle of the night. Their convening begins to fulfill Jesus’ prediction that he’d be rejected and condemned by them (16:21; 20:18–19). 58And Peter was following him at a distance as far as the high priest’s courtyard; and on going inside [the courtyard], he was sitting with the servants to see the end. The distance at which Peter follows avoids a contradiction with his having fled and thus preserves the fulfillment of Jesus’ prediction that “all” the disciples would be scattered (26:31, 56). Though Peter’s flight has put him at a distance, his following shows a determination to die with Jesus if necessary, as Peter predicted contrary to Jesus’ prediction (26:35). The determination makes it look unlikely that Peter will disown Jesus three times this very night, before a rooster crows (26:34). Making it look even more unlikely is Peter’s bravely following Jesus right inside the high priest’s courtyard and sitting with the high priest’s servants, who could (and will) identify Peter as one of Jesus’ disciples. But the greater the unlikelihood of fulfillment, the greater the impressiveness of a fulfillment. “To see the end” correlates the outcome of Jesus’ trial in his death and resurrection with “the end” of the church age at his second coming, preceded by unprecedented persecution of disciples (24:6, 14 [see 27:51–53 for preliminary signs of the end in connection with Jesus’ death and resurrection]). Understanding characterizes disciples in this Gospel (see 13:11, 23, 51; 16:12; 17:13), and Peter’s “sitting . . . to see the end” shows that from having heard Jesus’ passion-and-resurrection predictions he understands the necessity that the mortal life of Jesus come to an end. From having heard Jesus’ predictions of the second coming, furthermore, Peter appears also to understand that the end of Jesus’ mortal life will foreshadow the end at which Jesus will come “with power and much glory” (24:30).

26:59–61: And the chief priests and the whole Sanhedrin were seeking false testimony against Jesus, so that they might put him to death.
60But they didn’t find [it], though many false witnesses did come forward. But later on, two, having come forward,
61said, “This [Jesus] said, ‘I can tear down God’s sanctuary and build [it] in three days.’ ” “The whole Sanhedrin” stresses the completeness with which Jesus’ predictions are coming to pass and heightens the Jewish authorities’ guilt in that all of them are implicated in the purpose to put him to death. Worse yet, to attain their goal they are all seeking false testimony rather than true. They find false testimony, a lot of it in fact (“many false witnesses”), but none of it grave enough for passage of a capital sentence. Ironically, they’re seeking testimony whose content would justify putting him to death at the same time they’re seeking testimony whose character would violate the law against false testimony (15:19; 19:18; Exodus 20:16; Deuteronomy 5:20). Finally, though, witnesses come forward charging that Jesus said something which now sparks an interrogation of Jesus by the high priest. Despite the falsity of their testimony—or, rather, because of its falsity, since the Sanhedrists were seeking false testimony—it helps that the witnesses are two in number to accord with the law that every matter shall be established “on the mouth of two or three witnesses” (18:16; Numbers 35:30; Deuteronomy 17:6; 19:15). The falsity of this testimony is threefold: (1) Jesus predicted that the whole temple complex, not just the sanctuary proper, would be torn down—but didn’t say he could or would tear it down (24:2); (2) he said he’d be raised on the third day after being killed—but he didn’t say he could build the torn-down temple in three days (16:21; 17:23; 20:19); and (3) he predicted to his disciples in private the destruction of the temple and his being raised on the third day—but then the two nondisciples who reported highly distorted versions of these predictions couldn’t have been the witnesses they pretended to be. Does Matthew mean us to infer that Judas had fed them such distorted versions? Or that they themselves distorted what Judas had told them?

26:62–64: And on standing up, the high priest said to him, “Are you making no answer at all in regard to what these [two witnesses] are testifying against you?”
63But Jesus kept silent. And the high priest said to him, “I adjure you by the living God that you tell us if you’re the Christ, the Son of God.”
64Jesus tells him, “You yourself have spoken. Nevertheless I tell you [plural], from now on you’ll see ‘the Son of Man’ sitting at the right [hand] of the Power and ‘coming on the clouds of heaven [Daniel 7:13 (compare Matthew 22:44; Psalm 110:1)].’ ” By standing up, the high priest abandons his rightful role as a judge and wrongly takes up the role of a prosecutor. In his opinion, the charge that Jesus said he could tear down the temple and build it in three days demanded an answer from Jesus. Why? Because the high priest controlled the temple (compare 21:15, 23, where the chief priests and their cohorts challenged Jesus’ authority to cleanse the temple and perform marvels and receive praise there). Jesus maintains his silence, though, just as he’d refused to say by what authority he cleansed the temple (21:24–27). Because he has submitted to his Father’s will that he drink from his cup the poison of death (26:39, 42, 44), he’ll not defend himself. So the high priest puts him under oath (the meaning of “I adjure you by the living God”) to say whether he’s “the Christ, the Son of God.” Caiaphas’s comment makes you think he’d heard Peter’s telling Jesus in 16:16, “You’re the Christ, the Son of the living God” (see the comments on that passage). Only the Christ, God’s Son, could tear down the temple and build it in three days. So the high priest implies. “Jesus tells him” introduces Jesus’ response tersely. But the response doesn’t tell the high priest what he has asked to know. For he has put Jesus under oath, and Jesus won’t violate his own prohibition of oath-taking (5:33–37). Instead of saying whether he’s the Christ, the Son of the living God, then, he tells the high priest, “You yourself have spoken,” which echoes what Jesus told Judas in 26:25 and, as there, amounts to a refusal to answer, as if to say, “Your words, not mine.” The echo also weds Judas and Caiaphas in the conspiracy to destroy Jesus. Moreover, if according to 5:33–37 it would have been wrong for Jesus to answer under oath, it was wrong to put him under oath. So while Jesus exemplifies obedience to his prohibition of oaths, the high priest exemplifies disobedience to it.

Jesus does add a statement, but one that doesn’t answer under oath the high priest’s question. “Nevertheless” stresses the difference between this voluntary statement and answering a question under oath. Differently from “You’ve said [it] yourself,” Jesus now speaks his own words with a magisterial authority that owes nothing to an oath. “I tell you” adds legitimate force in place of the illegitimate force of an oath. The switch from the singular “you” to the plural “you” underlines this difference and directs Jesus’ following words to the whole Sanhedrin, not just to the high priest. “From now on” refers to the church age, which dates from Jesus’ time onward to the second coming. But how is it that the Sanhedrists will “see” him sitting at God’s right hand from that time all the way through the church age, and then see him coming on the clouds of heaven? Jesus is speaking ironically, as though to say, “On the basis of your own high priest’s using ‘the Christ, the Son of God’ in reference to me, you should see me sitting at God’s right hand and coming on the clouds of heaven.” Of course they won’t; but they should expect to, given Jesus’ having said to the high priest, “You’ve said [it] yourself.” Jesus’ replacement of the high priest’s “the Christ, the Son of God” with “the Son of Man” indicates a reversal of roles. For “the Son of Man” connotes judgmental authority (16:27; 25:31); and at his coming as the Son of Man, Jesus will judge the Sanhedrists legitimately, not be judged by them illegitimately (as now). “The Power” is a reverential substitute for “God” both in view of “God’s power” by which he’ll resurrect people (22:29) and in view of the “power” with which the Son of Man will come after sitting at God’s right hand (22:44; 24:30). “At the right [hand]” indicates the side of God’s favor (see the comments on 25:33). “Sitting” is the posture of authority, and “coming on the clouds of heaven” gives Jesus the Son of Man a divine mode of transport (see the comments on 24:30).

26:65–68: Then the high priest tore his garments, saying, “He has blasphemed! Why do we still have a need of witnesses? Look! You’ve now heard blasphemy!
66How does it seem to you?” And they, answering, said, “He’s liable to death [that is, deserving of the death penalty].” By tearing his garments the high priest adds emphatic body language to his pronouncement that Jesus has uttered blasphemy. Strengthening the emphasis are (1) the question implying that no further witnesses are needed; (2) the exclamation “Look!”; and (3) the reiteration that Jesus has uttered blasphemy. “You’ve now heard blasphemy” prepares for the question how it seems to the rest of the Sanhedrin, and “You’ve now heard blasphemy” pinpoints the statement Jesus has just uttered. For the character of the supposed blasphemy, see the comments on Mark 14:63–64. The verdict, “He’s liable to death,” fulfills Jesus’ prediction in 20:18 that the Sanhedrin would condemn him to death. 67Then they spat in his face and punched him; and some slapped [him],
68saying, “Prophesy to us, Christ. Who’s the one who hit you?” The spitting in Jesus’ face echoes and fulfills Isaiah 50:6, where the suffering Servant of the Lord says, “I didn’t hide my face from shame and spitting.” (Jesus has submitted to his Father’s will in this regard.) The Sanhedrists’ punching Jesus fulfills his prediction that he’d “suffer severely from the elders and chief priests and scholars” (16:21; also 17:12). And by allowing some of them to slap him he exemplifies obedience to his own law of nonretaliation (see especially 5:39). On the ground that a prophet has supernatural knowledge, they challenge Jesus to prophesy who hit him with an open palm, that is, to identify each assailant by name. They think that his not identifying them by name exposes him as a false prophet and a false christ. Ironically, their very mistreatment of him is fulfilling both Old Testament prophecy concerning the Christ and his own prophetic predictions of suffering at their hands. Again ironically, their addressing him with “Christ” gives him a true designation even though they mean it only as a mocking echo of their high priest’s question to Jesus, “Are you the Christ . . . ?” (26:63). Perhaps Jesus’ prophecy in 26:64 prompted the challenge that he prophesy again.

  

THE NEGATIVE EXAMPLE OF PETER’S DENIALS AS A CONTINUATION OF THE WARNING AGAINST PRAYERLESSNESS
 Matthew 26:69–75
 

The debilitating effect of prayerlessness on discipleship shows up especially in the disowning of Jesus during persecution. So in this passage Matthew completes the warning started in 26:30–46.

26:69–70: But Peter was sitting outside [the room where the Sanhedrin was meeting] in the courtyard. And one maid approached him, saying, “You too were with Jesus the Galilean.”
70But he disowned [Jesus] before all [the high priest’s servants, with whom Peter was sitting according to 26:58], saying, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Matthew is moving his narrative backward to pick up what Peter was doing during Jesus’ trial before the Sanhedrin. “But” introduces Peter’s disowning of Jesus to avoid persecution as a contrast with Jesus’ concurrent endurance of persecution. The “maid” would be a slave girl. “One” stresses that because of Peter’s prayerlessness it took only a lone slave girl to make him stumble into a disowning of Jesus. So beware of prayerlessness. It will make you as weak as that! The maid’s “You too” means Peter as well as the rest of the Twelve. His disowning Jesus “before all” recalls Jesus’ warning that he would disown before his Father in heaven whoever disowns him before human beings (10:33). In the context of this Gospel, then, Peter is forfeiting his salvation, so that his name will disappear from the story of Jesus’ resurrection (contrast 28:7 with Mark 16:7), and by his own words Peter confirms that he isn’t the bedrock on which Jesus will build his church (see the comments on 16:18). (Though Peter will be counted among the Eleven in 28:16, his present disowning of Jesus makes him a tare among wheat, so to speak [13:24–30, 36–43], and probably one of those who “doubted” Jesus’ resurrection [28:17].) Whatever the biographical reality, Matthew makes the figure of Peter symbolize a wide range of possibilities in discipleship: (1) apostolic ministry (10:1–2); (2) little faith (14:28–31); (3) confession of Jesus as the Christ, God’s Son (16:16); (4) reception of special revelation (16:17); (5) interpretive authority (16:19); (6) satanic agency (16:23); (7) prayerlessness (26:36–46); and (8) apostasy in a time of persecution with the consequent forefeiture of salvation (the present passage). Since knowledge characterizes true disciples in this Gospel (see 13:11, 23, 51; 16:12; 17:13), by saying, “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Peter portrays himself as a false disciple.

26:71–72: And after he’d gone out [of the courtyard] into the gateway, another [maid] saw him and says to the ones there, “This [guy] was with Jesus the Nazarene.”
72And again he disowned [Jesus]—[this time] with an oath: “I don’t know the guy.” Peter exits the courtyard to escape the pressure. But Jesus’ prediction of three disownings is catching up with him. Three failures to pray in Gethsemane, three disownings of Jesus. Especially after the past tense of “saw,” the present tense of “says” underlines this second maid’s statement. She doesn’t address Peter as the first maid did, but speaks about him to others. But he’s so concerned to dissociate himself from Jesus that he responds despite not being addressed. “Again” marks his second disowning of Jesus. Two down. One to go. “With an oath” intensifies this disowning, violates Jesus’ prohibition of oaths (5:33–37), and contrasts with Jesus’ refusal to answer under oath a question asked him by the high priest (26:63–64). With “I don’t know the guy” Peter portrays himself for a second time as an unknowledgeable false disciple. This maid’s “Jesus the Nazarene” parallels the first maid’s “Jesus the Galilean” and thus echoes the association of Galilee and Nazareth in 2:22–23. In fact, whereas in that passage Joseph “settled down in a city called Nazareth so that what was spoken through the prophets would be fulfilled, that he [Jesus] will be called a Nazarene,” here he is called a Nazarene. Unwittingly, the maid has fulfilled the prophecy.

26:73–75: And after a little [while], the [men] standing [there], on approaching, said to Peter, “Truly you too are [one] of them, for even your speech makes you obvious [as a Galilean].”
74Then he started cursing and swearing [in the sense of speaking again under a self-imposed oath]: “I don’t know the guy.” And immediately a rooster crowed. “After a little while” shows that the fulfillment of Jesus’ prediction is hastening toward fulfillment before a rooster crows. “Truly” calls attention by way of contrast to Peter’s having uttered falsehoods. As in 26:69, “too” means “in addition to the Twelve.” Peter’s Galilean accent supports the identification of him with one of Jesus’ disciples, for Jesus was a Galilean (26:69) and most of his followers came from there. “Started cursing and swearing” indicates extended cursing and swearing. Furthermore, cursing is added to the swearing of an oath, such as Peter has already done. Again, then, he violates Jesus’ prohibition of oaths in contrast with Jesus’ refusing to answer under oath (5:33–37; 26:63–64). Worse yet, the verb for cursing elsewhere takes an object, so that Jesus is probably implied as the object of Peter’s cursing. If so, Matthew omitted “Jesus” out of reverence for him. (There’d have been no reason for Matthew to omit “himself” for a self-cursing by Peter.) For a third time Peter falsely claims not to know Jesus and therefore describes himself as an unknowledgeable false disciple to whom at the Last Judgment Jesus will declare, “I never knew you. Depart from me . . .” (7:23 [see also 25:12]). The lack of knowledge is mutual. The immediacy of the rooster’s crowing shows that Jesus’ prediction of Peter’s three disownings of him this very night before the rooster crowed has come to pass in the nick of time and that Peter’s counter prediction has failed to come to pass (26:34–35). 75And Peter remembered the word that Jesus had spoken: “Before a rooster crows, you will disown me three times.” And on going outside, he wept bitterly. Peter’s remembering Jesus’ prediction gives Matthew an opportunity to requote it and provides a basis for Peter’s emotional reaction. “During this night” drops out of the requotation (contrast 26:34) to let emphasis concentrate on the number of disownings predicted: three, one for each failure to pray in Gethsemane. Peter’s weeping dramatizes with pathos the fulfillment of Jesus’ prediction, and the bitterness with which Peter weeps comes not from his feeling bad about disowning Jesus three times but from his having forfeited salvation by disowning Jesus before human beings (see 26:70 with 10:33 again). In this Gospel, then, Peter has turned into the example par excellence of “the person sown on rocky ground [compare the meaning of ‘Cephas,’ that is, ‘rock, stone’] . . . who hears the word and receives it immediately with joy. But he doesn’t have root in himself, but is temporary. And when affliction or persecution comes about because of the word, he’s immediately tripped up” (13:20–21). Peter’s going “outside” recalls Jesus repeatedly describing the fate of the damned as being thrown outside, and into the darkness farther outside (5:13; 8:12; 13:48; 22:13; 25:30).

  

THE MALICE OF JEWISH OFFICIALDOM
 Matthew 27:1–2
 

In this snippet Matthew emphasizes the malice of Jesus’ persecutors. They’re the Jewish authorities who are also persecuting the church in Matthew’s day (10:17–20, 23).

27:1–2: And when it got to be early morning, all the chief priests and the elders of the people took counsel [= consulted with one another] against Jesus so as to put him to death. “And when it got to be early morning” marks a chronological advance from the night of Peter’s disownings of Jesus. Stressing the malice of the Jewish officials are Matthew’s adding “all” to “the chief priests and the elders,” describing the consultation as “against Jesus,” and assigning them the purpose of “put[ting] him to death.” See the comments on 26:3 for Matthew’s attaching “of the people” to “the elders.” 2And on binding him, they led him away and gave [him] over to Pilate, the governor. In Gethsemane Jesus was only “seized” and “led away” (26:47–57). Here the binding of him before he’s led away starts a parallel with the later-mentioned Barabbas in that the word for “prisoner,” which will twice describe Barabbas, literally means “a bound person” (27:15–16). The binding of Jesus also prepares for a contrast with Barabbas’s later release in that the verb for releasing means “to loosen [bonds]” (27:15–16). The giving of Jesus over to Pilate, a Gentile, begins to fulfill Jesus’ prediction that the Jewish authorities were going to give him over to the Gentiles (20:18–19). See John 18:31 for the Sanhedrin’s legal incompetence in capital cases. But for Matthew it’s the necessity that Jesus’ prediction be fulfilled, not the Sanhedrin’s incompetence, which determined the giving of Jesus over to Pilate. Addition of “the governor” to Pilate’s name makes Jesus a model for his disciples, who’ll “be led before both governors and kings on account of [Jesus] for a testimony to them and the nations” (10:18). See the comments on 2:4–6 for a comparison between Pilate as a governor and Jesus as a governor.

  

THE DREADFUL END OF JUDAS: AN EXAMPLE THAT WARNS AGAINST TREACHERY IN THE CHURCH DURING PERSECUTION
 Matthew 27:3–10
 

The story of Judas’s end shows the fulfillment of Jesus’ dire prophecy in 26:24. More especially, though, this story complements the warning example of Peter’s disownings of Jesus (26:69–75) with that of Judas’s death. Both stories have unhappy endings: bitter weeping in one, suicide in the other. Both relate to problems caused by persecution: professing disciples’ disowning Jesus to avoid persecution and professing disciples’ betraying fellow disciples to avoid persecution. Both stories carry the same point: Don’t do it, or you’ll be sorry!

27:3–5: Then on seeing that he [Jesus] had been condemned [by the Sanhedrin], Judas, the one giving him over [to the Sanhedrin]—on suffering remorse—returned the thirty silver coins to the chief priests and elders,
4saying, “I’ve sinned by giving innocent blood over [to you] [compare Deuteronomy 27:25; 1 Samuel 19:5].” But they said, “What [is that] to us? You shall see [to it] yourself!” In other words, “Salve your conscience by yourself; don’t try to enlist our help.” This curt reply shows that disciples won’t win the good will of persecutors by betraying fellow disciples to them. 5And on throwing the silver coins into the sanctuary, he withdrew and, on going away, hanged himself. The delivery of Jesus to Pilate (27:2) makes it apparent to Judas that the Sanhedrin has sentenced Jesus to death, since only a Roman governor could legally have a capital sentence carried out. For emphasis, the description of Judas as “the one giving him over” (compare 26:25, 46, 48) makes it look as though Judas is still betraying Jesus (contrast 10:4: “who also gave him over”) in that copycat disciples are now giving each other over to their persecutors (see 24:10 for Jesus’ prediction to this effect). As demonstrated by the obedience of faith, the feeling of remorse portrayed in 21:29, 32 equated with repentance. But Judas’s hanging himself portrays lack of faith rather than the obedience of faith, so that the remorse he feels doesn’t equate with repentance. Thus his remorse, though accompanied by a confession of sin and a return of the blood money, is hopeless, just as Jesus said about him in 26:24: “It would be good for him if he—that man—hadn’t been born.” The return of the money warns that ultimately there’ll be no reward for betraying your fellow disciples. “Innocent blood” echoes Old Testament language (see especially Jeremiah 19:4). By using this expression Judas himself emphasizes the dastardly character of his betrayal of Jesus. The reference to blood implies the imminent outpouring of Jesus’ blood, and the description of the blood as innocent makes room for its being poured out “for forgiveness of [others’] sins” (26:28). Judas’s throwing the silver coins into the sanctuary reflects Zechariah 11:13: “So I took the thirty silver coins and threw them to the potter in the house of the Lord.” And Judas’s hanging himself parallels Ahithophel’s suicide by hanging (2 Samuel 17:23). Ahithophel was a friend of David, and Matthew has played up Jesus as the Davidic Messiah. As Ahithophel turned against David, Judas has turned against Jesus, David’s greater son. For Matthew, then, Judas’s remorseful return of the blood money and committing suicide make the point: “Don’t betray your fellow disciple. You’ll belie your profession of discipleship, regret the betrayal, and lose all hope of salvation.”

27:6–8: But the chief priests, on taking the silver coins, said, “It isn’t lawful to toss [them] into the treasury [of the temple], since they’re the price of blood [compare 1 Chronicles 22:6–10].”
7And on taking counsel [= consulting with one another], they bought with them the Potter’s Field for the burial of aliens.
8Therefore that field has been called “The Field of Blood” till today. Here the chief priests act alone, because they have charge of the temple. Their saying it’s unlawful to toss the silver coins into the treasury reemphasizes the dastardliness of Judas’s betraying Jesus, as does also the reference to the money as “the price of blood.” The chief priests avoid Judas’s description of Jesus’ blood as “innocent,” however. To them, Jesus is a blasphemer who deserves execution. There’s irony in their consulting with one another for the purpose of avoiding the unlawfulness of putting blood money in the temple treasury right after consulting with one another against Jesus so as to put him to death, that is, to kill him (16:21; 17:23; 21:38–39; 26:4; contrast 19:18: “You shall not murder,” quoted from the Mosaic law [Exodus 20:13; Deuteronomy 5:17]). “The Potter’s Field” combines the potter mentioned in Zechariah 11:13; Jeremiah 19:1, 11 and the field mentioned in connection with Judas’s death in Acts 1:18–19. “For the burial” comes from and alludes to Jeremiah 19:11. But where Jeremiah spoke of Judeans, particularly Jerusalemites, Matthew speaks of “aliens.” Jeremiah 19:4 helped this switch, for there the Lord calls the valley outside the Potsherd Gate “an alien place” because of its profanation with heathen sacrifices. The switch has the purpose of highlighting again the dastardliness of Judas’s betrayal: the field bought with the price of betrayal was fit only for a graveyard, and that only for aliens. “Of aliens” implies that Judas wasn’t buried there, for he wasn’t an alien. “Therefore that field has been called ‘The Field of Blood’ ” echoes Jeremiah 19:6 in part and means that the name of the field derives from the blood of Jesus, the price of which provided the money for purchase of the field. “That field” puts it at a moral distance because of the purchase price. And “till today” makes the field a contemporary warning to would-be betrayers in the church.

27:9–10: Then was fulfilled what was spoken through Jeremiah the prophet, saying, “And I took the thirty silver coins, the price of the priced one, whom some of the sons of Israel priced for themselves;
10and I gave them [the thirty silver coins] for the potter’s field, in accordance with the things that the Lord had ordered me [to do].” “Then was fulfilled” replaces the usual “in order that [it] might be fulfilled” (1:22; 2:15 and so on) for a limitation of the fulfillment to God’s permissive will. He didn’t want this tragedy to happen. But he allowed it to happen (compare the comments on 2:17). The absence of the occasional “by the Lord” (1:22; 2:15) also distances God from the tragedy. But “through Jeremiah the prophet” portrays Jeremiah as the mouthpiece of the unmentioned Lord. Most of the following quotation comes from Zechariah 11:13. But elements of Jeremiah 19:1–13 that have already appeared in Matthew 27:3–8 appear also in the quotation. So Matthew cites Jeremiah as the source more likely to be missed if not mentioned explicitly. In the quotation, “I” and “me” are collective for the Sanhedrists. (A number of ancient manuscripts have “they took” and “they gave”; but the unchallenged “me” at the end of the quotation favors “I took” and “I gave,” “they” probably having arisen out of the plurality of the Sanhedrists who bought the potter’s field.) “The priced one” is Jesus, whose value was set at thirty silver coins (the price of a slave) by some of the Jews (“the sons of Israel”) for their own advantage (“for themselves”). The triple wordplay in “the price of the priced one, whom [some] from the sons of Israel priced for themselves” stresses that the Sanhedrists bought Judas’s betrayal of Jesus on the cheap. Though they were the purchasers, not the seller, they set the price and got a bargain (26:14–16 [compare Amos 2:6]). “In accordance with the things that the Lord had ordered me [to do]” echoes a number of Old Testament passages (see, for example, Exodus 9:12) and attributes the purchase of the potter’s field to the Sanhedrists’ unwitting obedience to the Lord’s command, which brings the Lord back into the picture as controlling even an event like this that falls out of his direct will into his permissive will.

  

A DEMONSTRATION OF JESUS’ SUBMISSION TO THE FATHER’S WILL
 Matthew 27:11–14
 

27:11–14: And Jesus stood before the governor; and the governor questioned him, saying, “Are you the king of the Jews?” But Jesus said, “You yourself are speaking.” See the comments on Mark 15:2–5 for the implied charge of insurrectionism in the governor’s question. As in 26:25, 64, Jesus’ answers amounts to a nonanswer, as if to say, “Your words, not mine.” So Jesus doesn’t deny he’s the king of the Jews. Such a denial would contradict the truth that he is their king (see 2:2; 21:5). Nor does he affirm that he is, for then the blame for his crucifixion (compare 27:37) would be diverted from his enemies, who’ll call for it, to himself for admitting to insurrectionism. Concerning this point, see again the comments on Mark 15:2–5. 12And while he [Jesus] was being accused by the chief priests and elders, he made no answer at all [because he’d submitted to his Father’s will that he drink the poison of death from “this cup” (26:39, 42, 44)].
13Then Pilate says to him, “You’re hearing how many things they’re testifying against you, aren’t you?” Expected answer: Yes. 14And he didn’t answer him in regard to even one word [of antagonistic testimony], so that the governor marveled exceedingly. “Then” and the present tense of “says” add emphasis to Pilate’s astonished question. The high number of accusations being hurled against Jesus adds to the astonishment. And the astonishment reaches its peak (“exceedingly”) when Jesus refuses to answer even one of the many accusations. He won’t say anything at all that might thwart his Father’s will that he drink the cup of crucifixion.

  

THE ACKNOWLEDGMENT OF JESUS AS RIGHTEOUS BY THE GENTILES PILATE AND HIS WIFE
 Matthew 27:15–26
 

27:15–18: And at each festival [of Passover] the governor was accustomed to release to the crowd one prisoner whom they wanted [to be released].
16And at that time they had a notorious prisoner called Jesus Barabbas.
17Therefore when they [the crowd] had gathered together [to ask for the annual release of a prisoner of their choosing], Pilate said to them, “Whom do you want me to release to you, Jesus the Barabbas or Jesus, the one called Christ?”
18For he knew that they had given him [Jesus Christ] over because of envy. Who are the crowd that gather together? Not the Galilean crowd that followed Jesus to the festival (20:29; 21:8–9, 11), for it’s his popularity with that crowd which has generated this crowd’s envy. So this crowd is the crowd sent by the chief priests and elders to arrest Jesus in Gethsemane (26:47, 55). They seem not to have a particular prisoner in mind when they gather together to request the release of a prisoner. For though Matthew has introduced Barabbas, not till later will they ask for Barabbas—and then at the instigation of the chief priests and elders (27:20). The crowd certainly don’t have in mind to ask for Jesus’ release, for they’ve given him over to Pilate out of envy. Matthew describes Barabbas as “notorious”—that is, as infamous for his evil—to strike a contrast with the upcoming description of Jesus as “that righteous [man]” (27:19). To make the contrast more striking, Matthew mentions Barabbas’s first name, so to speak, a name that’s identical with that of Jesus. So we have two Jesuses: one notorious and the other righteous. Pilate takes the initiative by giving the crowd a choice between the two. He calls the first Jesus “the Barabbas,” which makes “Barabbas” a kind of title comparable to “Christ” in “Jesus, the one called Christ.” Hidden behind Matthew’s Greek text is the meaning of “Barabbas,” which is Aramaic for “the son of the father” (compare Jesus Christ’s being the Son of God the Father and the use of “Abba” for addressing God as Father in prayer [Mark 14:36; Romans 8:15; Galatians 4:6]). “Jesus, the one called Christ” makes it sound as though the governor had read that very phrase in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus (1:16). Matthew doesn’t tell how the governor came up with the designation “Christ” for Jesus. It’s enough for Matthew that Pilate advertised Jesus’ christhood.

27:19: And as he [the governor] was sitting on the judgment platform, his wife sent [a message] to him, saying, “Have nothing to do with that righteous [man], for I’ve suffered severely today in a dream because of him.” “Sent” implies the wife’s distance from the scene of judgment. “That righteous [man]” reflects this distance. There’s no indication how at a distance she knew Jesus was standing trial before her husband. All we’re told is that a dream about Jesus disturbed her deeply, and even then we’re not told what it was in the dream that disturbed her so. For “Have nothing to do with that righteous [man]” isn’t presented as a message conveyed in the dream (contrast 1:20; 2:12–13, 19, 22). It’s presented as advice generated by the governor’s wife herself because the dream had caused her anguish. As a result, the accent falls on her description of Jesus as “righteous”—not just innocent (guiltless), but righteous (positively good as well as guiltless [compare 23:35]). So Jesus appears as the example par excellence of the righteousness which surpasses that of the scholars and Pharisees and without which no one will enter the kingdom of heaven (5:20).

27:20–23: But the chief priests and the elders persuaded the crowds that they should ask for Barabbas and [that] they should destroy Jesus [see 2:13; 12:14 for earlier designs to “destroy” him]. “The crowd” (singular) of 27:15 has become “the crowds” (plural) to stress the breadth of human guilt for Jesus’ death. “That they should ask for Barabbas” is surprising enough, given his notoriety for evil. But that “they should destroy Jesus” is astonishing, for we’d have expected them to ask Pilate to destroy Jesus. Even with the understanding that they ask to have Jesus destroyed by Pilate, or by his soldiers, the destruction is to be done on the crowds’ behalf, so that an enormous weight of guilt descends on their heads. And, of course, the chief priests and elders incur guilt for persuading the crowds to ask for Barabbas’s release and Jesus’ destruction. 21And answering, the governor said to them, “Which of the two do you want me to release to you?” But the governor hasn’t been asked a question. So he must be answering in the sense of responding to the chief priests’ and elders’ having persuaded the crowds to ask for Barabbas instead of Jesus. And they said, “Barabbas.”
22Pilate says to them, “What then should I do with Jesus, the one called Christ?” They all say, “He’s to be crucified!”
23And he said, “Why? What bad thing has he done?” That is, what crime has he committed? But they were yelling vehemently, saying, “He’s to be crucified!” The abruptness and present tense in “Pilate says to them” underscore the following question and therefore within it the second designation of Jesus as “the one called Christ” (see the comments on 27:17 for the first such designation by the governor). In stark contrast, the abruptness and present tense in “They all say” underscore the following demand that the one called Christ be crucified. “All” adds further emphasis on the breadth of human guilt for Jesus’ death. We might expect the crowds to say, “Crucify him!” But that would mean Pilate should crucify him, or have him crucified. And that meaning wouldn’t correspond to the crowds’ having been persuaded to ask that “they should destroy Jesus [or have him destroyed].” So “He’s to be crucified” doesn’t mean that the crowds are telling the governor what to do, or to have done. They’re telling him what they want to do, or have done, even though crucifixion was a Roman rather than Jewish mode of execution. The governor is just a sounding board, so that the guilt for Jesus’ crucifixion will fall on them, not on the governor. Indeed, the governor asks why they want to crucify Jesus, or have him crucified. Asking what crime Jesus had committed shows that the governor has accepted his wife’s description of Jesus as “righteous.” The crowds’ repeating “He’s to be crucified” rather than answering with the citation of a crime confirms that description. “Were yelling vehemently” substitutes decibels and repetition for evidence.

27:24–26: And on seeing that he was profiting in no way [= making no headway in his attempt to dissuade the crowds], but rather that a riot is developing, on taking water Pilate washed off [his] hands over against the crowd, saying, “I’m innocent of the blood of this righteous [man]. You shall see [to it] yourselves!” In other words, “You’ll have to bear the guilt for Jesus’ unjust crucifixion by yourselves, because I’ve tried getting you to ask for the release of Jesus rather than Barabbas. Yet you’ve demanded Jesus’ crucifixion and Barabbas’s release, and custom dictates that I accede to your demands despite my judging Jesus to be righteous.” The crowd are willing to accept responsibility for Jesus’ crucifixion—responsibility but not guilt, in their opinion, as evident by the omission of “innocent” in their following reference to Jesus’ blood (contrast 27:4). Anti-Semites have taken this acceptance as legitimating the persecution of Jews, but such persecution goes against Jesus’ prohibition of using a sword (26:52–54). 25And answering, all the people said, “His blood [be] on us and on our children [compare 23:35]!”
26Then he released Barabbas to them; but after having Jesus flogged, he gave [him] over to be crucified. The present tense of “is developing” highlights the danger that a fullscale riot will eventuate. Ironically, the Jewish authorities have started a riot against Jesus, whereas they had wanted to avoid a riot in his favor (26:3–5). “Over against the crowd” demarcates the governor from the crowd to emphasize his innocence over against their guilt (see the comments on 27:15–18 for the identity of this crowd). “Innocent” echoes 27:4. But there Judas was guilty of Jesus’ innocent blood. Here Pilate is innocent of Jesus’ blood; and according to many of the oldest and best ancient manuscripts and translations, which are probably to be followed, the governor echoes his wife’s message by calling Jesus “this righteous [man],” not just “this [man].” By washing off his hands with water the governor follows a rite prescribed in Deuteronomy 21:1–9. The rite indicates real innocence. “Answering” and “all” emphasize the people’s willingness, indeed desire, to take from Pilate the responsibility for Jesus’ blood. Since they don’t consider Jesus innocent, it doesn’t seem to them dangerous to call down his blood on themselves and on their children. The switch from “crowd” to “people” reflects 26:5, where “a riot” was associated with “the people.” Flogging was a usual preliminary to crucifixion. Though the governor’s soldiers will take Jesus away in 27:27, their absence here implies that “he gave [Jesus] over to be crucified” means that the governor gave Jesus over to “all the people,” whose demand the soldiers will carry out for them.

  

JESUS AS THE MODEL OF A PERSECUTED RIGHTEOUS PERSON
 Matthew 27:27–50
 

27:27–31: Then the governor’s soldiers, on taking Jesus along into the official residence [of the governor], gathered together the whole cohort against him. “Against him” heightens the element of persecution. Throughout the rest of Matthew’s account of the passion, he’ll stress the persecution of Jesus to encourage Christians suffering persecution at the time of writing (see the comments on 27:45–50). That the soldiers who took Jesus gather together “the whole cohort” points forward to a large-scale fulfillment of Jesus’ prediction that Gentiles would mock him (20:19). Normally, a cohort numbered about six hundred. 28And on disrobing him, they put a scarlet cloak around him;
29and on braiding a crown of thorns, they put [it] on his head; and [they put] a reed in his right [hand]; and on kneeling before him, they made fun of him, saying, “Hail, king of the Jews!”;
30and after spitting on him they took the reed and started beating [him] on the head;
31and when they’d made fun of him, they disrobed him of the cloak and put his clothes [back] on him and led him away to crucify [him]. These details of the Gentiles’ mockery of Jesus add thoroughness of fulfillment to its large scale. Here are the indignities done to him: (1) his being disrobed; (2) his being dressed up in a scarlet cloak, an ordinary soldier’s mantle, as though it were a kingly robe; (3) his being crowned with braided thorns, as though they were a woven wreath like Caesar’s; (4) his having a reed put in his right hand, as though the reed were a king’s scepter; (5) his being knelt before and mockingly greeted as the king of the Jews; (6) his being spat on in mockery of his subroyal cloak; and (7) his having the reed taken from him and used to beat him on the head in mockery of his subroyal crown. Crowning Jesus with thorns had the purpose of mockery, not of inflicting pain, though presumably it did inflict pain. Ironically, what the soldiers intended as mockery in kneeling before him is exactly what they should have done seriously. For Jesus is “God with us” (1:23). See the comments on 26:49 for irony in the greeting, “Hail!” And there’s even further irony in the soldiers’ greeting Jesus as “the king of the Jews” (compare 27:11). For though they don’t think so, Jesus really is the king of the Jews (2:2; 21:5). See the comments on 26:67 for his being spat on. A reed would be too flimsy to hurt him; so beating him on the head with it has to do again with mockery more than with inflicting pain. Putting his own clothes back on him prepares for the next episode, which will include soldiers’ dividing the clothes among themselves.

27:32–37: And as they were going out, they found a Cyrenian man named Simon. This [man] they requisitioned to take up his [Jesus’] cross [= the beam to be affixed horizontally to a permanently planted upright stake or to a living tree]. Since the soldiers have already led Jesus away from the governor’s official residence (27:31), “going out” means exiting from Jerusalem (see the comments on 21:39). Simon was from Cyrene, a city in North Africa. Matthew doesn’t say whether Simon had emigrated from there or was only visiting Jerusalem as a Passover pilgrim. But several features of the text do suggest that Matthew puts Simon forward as a model of Jesus’ cross-taking disciples in accordance with 16:24 and in contrast with that other Simon, Peter, who has disowned Jesus: (1) the abruptness with which the sentence, “This [man] they requisitioned . . . ,” starts; (2) the placement of “This [man]” ahead of “they requisitioned”; and (3) the absence of any indication, such as weakness on Jesus’ part because of having just been flogged, why the soldiers requisitioned Simon—or even of Jesus’ having carried the cross to this point. 33And on coming to a place called Golgotha, which is called “Skull’s Place,”
34they gave him wine to drink mixed with gall [a bitter, yellow-brown or greenish fluid, also called bile and secreted by the liver of an animal and stored in the gall bladder]. The mixture adds insult to injury. And on tasting [it], he didn’t want to drink [it]. Nor did he, not just because it tasted bitter, but because he’d said he would no more “drink from this produce of the vine [that is, wine]” till he drank it “anew” with his disciples “in [his] Father’s kingdom” (26:29). Saying that Jesus “didn’t want to drink” rather than saying that he didn’t drink stresses his determination to keep the vow of abstinence. “Wine . . . mixed with gall” alludes to Psalm 69:21a, fulfilled here, and adds to the indignities already done to Jesus. 35And on crucifying him, “they divided his clothes for themselves by casting a lot [Psalm 22:18].” Matthew is so concerned to show correspondence with the Old Testament that he subordinates Jesus’ crucifixion to the division of Jesus’ clothing. So we have another match with ancient Scripture and another indignity done to Jesus in that he hangs on the cross naked. Suffering shame is as much a part of persecution as is the suffering of pain. 36And sitting down, they were keeping guard over him [so that his followers couldn’t take him down from his cross before he died].
37And they put over his head the charge against him, written: “This is Jesus, the king of the Jews.” Soldiers had mockingly addressed him with “king of the Jews” (27:29). Pilate had asked him whether he was “the king of the Jews,” and he’d refused to answer yes or no (27:11). Nor has Matthew said that the Sanhedrin accused him of claiming to be the Jews’ king, or had heard any testimony to that effect (26:57–68). So in Matthew’s text it remains a mystery where this charge came from. All the more remarkable it is, then, that “the charge” takes the form of a declaration: “This is Jesus, the king of the Jews” (compare “This is my beloved Son” [3:17; 17:5] and “This is the prophet Jesus” [21:11]; contrast what the chief priests wanted Pilate to write according to John 19:21: “That [man] said, ‘I’m king of the Jews’ ”). To be sure, the declaration in Matthew takes the standpoint of Gentiles and means to poke fun at Jesus, just as the Gentile soldiers did when they hailed him as “king of the Jews” (27:29). But because of the Gentile astrologers’ asking in 2:2, “Where is the one who has been birthed [as] king of the Jews?” Matthew’s audience know that the inscription over Jesus’ head expressed the truth, so that the last laugh is on the mockers.

27:38–44: Then they crucify with him two bandits, one on [his] right and one on [his] left.
39And the passers-by started blaspheming [= slandering] him by shaking their heads
40and saying, “You who are tearing down the sanctuary [the temple proper, exclusive of surrounding courts and cloisters] and building [it] in three days, save yourself if you’re the Son of God, and come down from the cross.”
41Likewise also the chief priests along with the scholars and elders, making fun of [Jesus], were saying,
42“Others he saved. Himself he can’t save. He’s king of Israel. Let him come down from the cross now, and we’ll believe on him [= base our faith on him (compare 12:38–40)].
43He has trusted on God [= based his trust on God and therefore trusts him presently]. Let him [God] rescue [him] now if he likes him [an echo of Psalm 22:8]. For he [Jesus] said, ‘I’m God’s Son.’ ”
44And in the same [way] the bandits who were crucified together with him were also jeering at him. The crucifixion of two bandits with Jesus heaps a further indignity on him (compare 26:55), and the present tense of “crucify” underscores this indignity. But “one on [his] right an one on [his] left” echoes 20:21, where the expression was associated with Jesus’ kingdom, so that the present echo may imply that despite appearances to the contrary, the crucifixion of two unnamed bandits on either side of Jesus previews the sitting of two unnamed disciples on either side of him when he comes in glory. The head-shaking by passers-by echoes Psalm 22:7; Lamentations 2:15 and implies crucifixion along a thoroughfare. Their blasphemy slanders Jesus in that he never said he’d tear down the sanctuary and build it in three days. This blasphemy stemmed from the false testimony of two witnesses who’d never heard him say anything of the sort. Furthermore, the blasphemy doesn’t even echo correctly that earlier false testimony. For according to it, Jesus said only that he could tear down the sanctuary and build it in three days (26:61), whereas the blasphemers make it sound as though he said he would tear it down and build it in three days. And “who are tearing down . . . and building” adds ridicule to the blasphemy by making it sound as though Jesus is accomplishing these tasks as he hangs on a cross. So the one wrongly condemned for speaking blasphemy (26:65–66) has wrongly become the object of blasphemy. In the direct challenge that he save himself by coming down from the cross, “if you’re the Son of God” echoes a gambit in the Devil’s first two temptations of Jesus (4:3, 6) and therefore casts the blasphemers in a satanic role of tempters (compare also 26:63).

All three sectors of the Sanhedrin add mockery to the blasphemy of the passers-by. Matthew puts the chief priests at the head; for they controlled the sanctuary, just mentioned in the blasphemy. These mockers have to admit that Jesus saved others (though see 12:24 for the attribution of his salvific power to Satan). The statements come lickety-split, staccato-like. The passers-by challenged Jesus to save himself. The Sanhedrists deny that he can. As noted above, the inscription over Jesus’ head reflected the standpoint of Gentiles: “the king of the Jews” (27:37). The Sanhedrists’ mockery reflects the standpoint of Jews: “king of Israel.” They mean their statement, “He’s king of Israel,” as mockery, of course. For Matthew, though, the statement is a serious declaration of Jesus’ kingship, just as is the inscription, “This is the king of the Jews.” The Sanhedrists issue an indirect challenge that Jesus come down from the cross. They don’t address him with “you,” but continue to speak about him. “Let him come down” and “Let him [God] rescue [him]” are to be understood as insistent, not as petitionary. The Sanhedrists’ rationale is that Israel’s king wouldn’t be hanging on a cross. The twice-occurring “now” gives the challenge a temporal bite. If Jesus waits to come down, it’ll be too late. He’ll be dead. Ironically, of course, he saves others by not coming down from his cross; and but for his submission to the Father’s will, he could save himself by imploring his Father to provide him with angelic rescuers (26:53). The Sanhedrists’ followup, “And we’ll believe on him,” makes Jesus the proper object of faith so far as Matthew is concerned. “If he [God] likes him” has twice been corrected by the Father: “This is my beloved Son, in whom I took delight” (3:17; 17:5). The Sanhedrists’ twofold mockery of Jesus’ divine sonship stands in striking contrast to an upcoming confession of the same by the Gentile centurion and his fellow soldiers (27:54). “Likewise also” exposes the Sanhedrists’ mockery as blasphemous, like the challenge of the passers-by; and “in the same way” makes the bandits’ insults identical in content with the Sanhedrists’ insults. Both have to do with Jesus’ self-identification, “I’m God’s Son,” which they cite as the basis of their challenge that God rescue him, since in their opinion “he can’t save himself.” But nowhere in Matthew has Jesus said, “I’m God’s Son.” In fact, when asked by the high priest whether he was “the Christ, the Son of God,” Jesus answered with a noncommittal, “You yourself have spoken.” Once again, then, the mockery consists in a falsehood. Jesus’ co-victims jeer at him despite their deserving crucifixion and his not deserving it. This jeering highlights the extent to which his prediction of mockery for himself (20:19), as well as Old Testament passages, has reached fulfillment.

27:45–50: And from the sixth hour [noon] darkness came across all the land until the ninth hour [about 3:00 P.M.]. The phraseology concerning the onset of darkness echoes Exodus 10:22 and Amos 8:9–10. In both of those passages supernatural darkness expresses God’s displeasure, so that here too the darkness expresses God’s displeasure at the killing of his Son. (Astronomically, a natural eclipse of the sun wouldn’t have occurred during the Passover, a time of full moon, or lasted for three hours.) Emphasizing this displeasure are the onset of darkness at noon, when the sun is at its zenith, its covering “all the land,” and its lasting till midafternoon. Since the passion of Jesus previews the persecution of his disciples, God’s displeasure at Jesus’ crucifixion carries over to their persecution and thus provides them encouragement. 46And around the ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice, saying, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?” that is, “My God, my God, why [= ‘for what purpose’] have you abandoned me [Psalm 22:1]?” The abandonment consisted in God’s leaving Jesus to die rather than stepping in to save him from death. So Jesus shares his persecuted disciples’ sense of abandonment; or, rather, they share his. The loudness of his outcry heightens this sense. The Hebrew of Psalm 22:1, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?” sets up for a mistaken impression that he’s calling for Elijah. 47And on hearing [Jesus’ outcry], some of the ones standing there were saying, “This [guy] is calling for Elijah!”
48And immediately one of them, on running and taking a sponge and filling [it] with vinegary wine and putting [it] around a reed, tried to give him a drink.
49And the rest were saying, “Let’s see whether Elijah is coming to save him.”
50But on shouting again with a loud voice, Jesus dismissed [his] spirit. Because Elijah went to heaven without dying (2 Kings 2:11), Jews believed he would come to save righteous sufferers. Since the soldiers were sitting (27:36) and others were passing by (27:39), “the ones standing there” appear to be the chief priests, scholars, and elders (27:41). They would have the said belief concerning Elijah. So one of them takes immediate action to give Jesus a drink of cheap, vinegary wine and thus slake his thirst. The effort fulfills Psalm 69:21b (compare Matthew 27:34 with Psalm 69:21a). The immediacy of this effort and the running are due to the danger that Jesus will die too soon. As the rest of the bystanders note, more time is needed to see whether Elijah is coming to save Jesus. They don’t believe he will, of course. So the effort has the purpose of demonstrating his supposed unworthiness of a rescue by Elijah. (Vinegary wine doesn’t prolong life in a medicinal fashion, but as simple refreshment it might keep Jesus going a little while longer.) By echoing the cynical use of “save” in 27:40, 42, the present use of “save” adds further ridicule. Jesus hasn’t saved himself. He appears unable to do so even though he saved others. God hasn’t rescued him. And time will tell that neither will Elijah save him. Too late, though. Instead of drinking the vinegary wine, Jesus shouts again with a loud voice, as he had earlier. Matthew doesn’t tell what he shouted, so that the loudness combines with Jesus’ “dismiss[ing] [his] spirit” to highlight his death as an act of will. He doesn’t die with a last gasp, for his will has become one with that of God his Father (contrast 26:39; but see 26:42, 52–54 for a gradual assimilation of his will to the Father’s will).

  

ENCOURAGEMENT TO THE PERSECUTED: THE CIRCUMSTANCES OF JESUS’ DEATH AS ESCHATOLOGICAL PROOF THAT HE IS GOD’S SON
 Matthew 27:51–54
 

27:51–53: And behold, the veil of the sanctuary was torn in two from top to bottom; and the earth was quaked; and the rocks were torn apart;
52and the tombs were opened; and many bodies of the sacred ones who’d fallen asleep [a euphemism for “died”] were raised;
53and on coming out of the tombs after his [Jesus’] resurrection, they entered into the holy city [Jerusalem (compare 4:5)] and appeared to many. “Behold” highlights the tearing of the veil. “In two” stresses the completeness of the tearing; and, given the great height of the veil, “from top to bottom” indicates a heaven-originated, divine action that shows God’s displeasure with the temple establishment, who’ve engineered the persecution of Jesus, and that therefore vindicates Jesus. Since Matthew has been portraying Jesus’ passion as a paradigm of Christians’ persecution, this supernatural vindication encourages them to hold fast. Their vindication will come, too. The earthquake not only tears apart the rocks out of which tombs were hewn just as the veil was torn apart. It also anticipates the earthquake at Jesus’ resurrection in 28:2 and echoes Ezekiel 37:7, 12–13; Zechariah 14:4–5, where an earthquake occurs, graves are opened, and the people of Israel come up out of their graves. The rocks that are torn apart anticipate the rock out of which was hewn the tomb where Jesus is to be buried (27:60). “The sacred ones” are the righteous of previous times. They’re sacred to God just as “the holy city” is sacred to God (“holy” and “sacred” translating the same Greek word). The statement about bodies being raised echoes in part the language of Daniel 12:2 and stresses the physicality of resurrection, especially in connection with the spatial expressions, “coming out of the tombs” and “entered into the holy city.” Since the “many” to whom they later appeared seem not to include all the Jerusalemites, the “many” whose bodies were raised seem not to include all the righteous of previous times (compare the topographical limitation to Jerusalem and, seemingly, to rocky tombs around that city). The many raised bodies correspond to the many to whom they appear. The verb “appeared” connotes a juridical appearance for the purpose of testimony (see Acts 23:15, 22; 24:1; 25:2, 15; Hebrews 9:24, for example), so that this appearance provides the miraculous demonstration of Jesus’ divine sonship that he refused to give at the Devil’s behest in the holy city (4:5–7). All in all, these events combine with Jesus’ resurrection to preview the certainty of resurrection and vindication for all who are persecuted for the sake of righteousness (5:10–12).

27:54:
And on seeing the [earth]quake and the things that had happened, the centurion and the ones with him who were keeping guard over Jesus became exceedingly afraid, saying, “Truly this was God’s Son.” “The things that had happened” summarizes the results of the earthquake: the rocks’ being torn apart and the opening of tombs, plus the veil’s being torn in two. The sanctuary had two veils, an outer one and an inner one. The centurion’s and guards’ seeing these events requires that the outer veil be in view here (and, incidentally, requires also the site of crucifixion to be at some height on the Mount of Olives facing toward the outer veil rather than at the sites now visited by pilgrims, which would have provided no view of the outer [or inner] veil). “Became exceedingly afraid” echoes 17:6, where it referred to several disciples at Jesus’ transfiguration. Since such fear characterizes disciples, the echo suggests the centurion’s and guards’ conversion, or—if not a historical conversion—at least Matthew’s using the fear to symbolize conversion. Confirming this suggestion is the centurion’s and guards’ confessing Jesus to be God’s Son just as the disciples have done (14:33; 16:16). “Truly” implies both the sincerity of the confession and the truth of its content. “Was” reflects the death of Jesus as ending his lifetime and implies that he had been God’s Son all along. Whatever the historical centurion and guards meant (“a son of a god” or “a son of God,” for example), Matthew wants us to understand “God’s Son.” At least symbolically, then, they become a vanguard of the Gentiles who’ll flock into the church, just as the astrologers (magi) were in 2:1–12. And the confession of Jesus’ divine sonship links with the supernatural phenomena prompting the confession to fortify those who suffer for his sake.

  

CHRISTIAN DEVOTION TO THE PERSECUTED
 Matthew 27:55–61
 

27:55–56: And many women were there watching at a distance, [women] who as such [= as keeping vigil] had followed Jesus from Galilee to serve him [food (compare 4:11; 8:15; 25:44)],
56among whom was Mary Magdalene [Luke 8:1–3], plus Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and the mother of Zebedee’s sons [compare 20:20]. These women helped Jesus on his journey from Galilee to the cross and thus furnish a positive example of Christian devotion to fellow believers who like Jesus are suffering persecution (see especially 25:44). The male disciples have fled (26:56); and after following Jesus at a distance (26:58), Peter has made an apostate’s exit (26:75). So the women make up for those disciples’ failures. That the women were “many” reminds us of the crowds Jesus drew in Galilee and therefore of the coming success of worldwide evangelism. “At a distance” keeps the women separate from their fellow Jews who’d been mocking Jesus. The naming of Mary Magdalene first (see also 28:1) makes her a leader among these women. “Mary the mother of James and Joseph” is none other than Jesus’ mother (see 13:55!). Since Jesus has died, she now gets designated as the mother of two of his half brothers.

27:57–61: And when it became late, there came a rich man from Arimathea—Joseph by name—who also himself had been discipled to Jesus [= made a disciple of Jesus].
58On approaching Pilate, this [man] asked for Jesus’ body. Since Deuteronomy 21:22–23 required Jews to remove corpses of the hanged and crucified prior to sunset, “late” means just before sunset. Then Pilate commanded [the body] to be given back [to Joseph].
59And on taking the body, Joseph wrapped it in a clean linen cloth
60and put it in his new tomb, which he’d hewn in the rock; and on rolling a large stone to the door of the tomb [to block entrance], he went away.
61But Mary Magdalene and the other Mary [see 27:56] were sitting there opposite the tomb. Jesus’ burial in the tomb of “a rich man” fulfills Isaiah 53:9, where we read concerning the suffering Servant of the Lord, “His grave was assigned [to be] . . . with a rich [man] in his death.” “Also” makes Joseph “a disciple of Jesus” alongside the just-mentioned women. “Himself” underlines Joseph’s discipleship. The resumption of Joseph by “this [man]” puts him forward as a good example of devotion to Jesus. Pilate’s commanding Jesus’ body to be given Joseph, and doing so “then”—that is, on the spot, without investigation—agrees with Pilate’s having declared Jesus righteous and himself innocent of Jesus’ blood (27:24); and “to be given back” indicates a return of the body to someone to whom it rightfully belongs, that is, to a disciple who’ll treat the body respectfully. The taking of Jesus’ body avoids the indignity of its hanging on a cross overnight and throughout the Sabbath. So too do its being wrapped in a linen cloth and placed in a tomb. For Romans normally forbade a proper burial of those executed like Jesus under a charge of high treason (in his case as “king of the Jews” in opposition to Caesar). Matthew describes the linen cloth as “clean,” and the tomb as “new.” Thus the ritual purity of the shroud and tomb displays Joseph’s respect for the body of Jesus. Adding devotion to respect is Matthew’s saying that Joseph himself hewed the tomb in rock, or had it hewn in rock on his behalf. “The rock” associates the tomb with the tombs in the rocks where earlier righteous people had been buried (27:51b–53). This association helps the application of Joseph’s burying Jesus to the devotion of Christians toward their fellows victimized by persecution (compare 14:12; 25:34–40) and also presages the resurrection of Jesus after the pattern of those earlier ones’ resurrection. Tombs hewn in rock had shelves on which wrapped corpses were laid. Matthew’s description of the entrance-blocking stone as “large” enhances Joseph’s effort to make sure the tomb containing Jesus’ body wouldn’t be violated. Joseph’s going away provides a foil for the vigil of the two Marys, who sit opposite the tomb. “There” emphasizes that they stay for a vigil, which like Joseph’s treatment of Jesus’ body exemplifies ministerial devotion to the persecuted, a devotion that true discipleship requires (compare 10:41–42; 25:41–46). The temptation is always to dissociate from the persecuted and martyred in order to avoid persecution yourself, as illustrated in Peter’s disownings of Jesus (26:69–75).

  

A CONTRAST BETWEEN THE JEWISH AUTHORITIES’ DECEITFULNESS AND JESUS’ TRUTHFULNESS
 Matthew 27:62–66
 

This passage, unique to Matthew, prepares for a complementary passage, likewise unique, in 28:11–15. Together, these passages draw a contrast between the deceitfulness of the Jewish authorities in trying to squelch a report of Jesus’ resurrection and the truthfulness of Jesus in having predicted his resurrection after three days. Such truthfulness gives encouragement to his persecuted followers. They have reason to trust his word and have confidence for like vindication.

27:62–64: And the next day, which as such is after the Preparation [= Friday, so-called because preparation was made on Friday before sunset for cessation of work till sunset on Saturday, the Sabbath], the chief priests and the Pharisees gathered together to Pilate,
63saying, “Sir, we remembered that that deceiver said while he was still living, ‘After three days I’m being raised.’
64So command the tomb to be secured till the third day lest his disciples, on coming, steal him and tell the people, ‘He has been raised from the dead,’ and the last deception be worse than the first [deception].” The chief priests and Pharisees make their request on Saturday. But instead of calling that day the Sabbath, Matthew writes “the next day, which as such is after the Preparation [Friday]” to highlight the succession of days that will eventuate in the resurrection of Jesus on Sunday, “the first [day] of the week” (28:1), and thus in the fulfillment of his predictions that he’d be resurrected “on the third day” after being killed (16:21, for example). But the chief priests and Pharisees quote Jesus as saying, “After three days I’m being raised.” The request for security at Jesus’ tomb “till the third day” shows, however, that “after three days” doesn’t extend the period beyond the third day. Otherwise security would be requested for more than three days. So “after three days” is equivalent to “on the third day.” On the other hand, “after three days” reflects 12:40, where Jesus told the scholars and Pharisees that “the Son of Man will be in the heart of the earth for three days and three nights” (see the comments on 12:40 that “for three days and three nights” doesn’t contradict “on the third day”). Here in chapter 27 the chief priests and Pharisees say they remembered that statement (compare Peter’s remembering Jesus’ prediction concerning him [26:75]). The past tense of “remembered” looks back to their formulating the request for security shortly before submitting the request. They correctly interpret Jesus’ statement, the only one of its kind spoken to others than the Twelve, in terms of resurrection. The present tense in “I’m being raised” emphasizes the imminence of Jesus’ resurrection once the period of three days starts. In submitting their request, the chief priests and Pharisees address Pilate with “Sir.” But “Sir” goes back to the same word otherwise translated “owner,” “master,” and “Lord.” Because of its frequent use for Jesus in the sense “Lord,” there’s irony in the chief priests’ and Pharisees’ using this word for Pilate in one breath and in the next breath calling Jesus “that deceiver.” When Jesus was still alive, they should have addressed him with “Lord” and believed what he said. “That deceiver” implies he’s dead and gone. “The last deception” refers to a possible crowning deception of the general populace by Jesus’ disciples, who but for a securing of the tomb might steal his body and say he’d been resurrected. The implied first deception probably has to do with the crowds’ being convinced that Jesus was the messianic “son of David” (21:9). But nonspecification of the first deception leaves the accent solely on the danger of his disciples’ deceiving the people that he was raised from the dead.

27:65–66: Pilate told them, “Have a guardsquad. Go. Secure [the tomb] as [well as] you know [how].” Matthew introduces Pilate’s response abruptly, as though Pilate knows that securing Jesus’ tomb won’t keep him from being raised. “As [well as] you know [how]” supports this inference by casting doubt on the success of securing it. The chief priests had temple guards at their disposal. But to use them the chief priests wouldn’t have had to make a request to Pilate; nor would they later need to shield them from Pilate’s anger for failure at guard duty, for their own guards weren’t answerable to him (28:14). So “Have a guardsquad” means that Pilate is providing them with guards. 66And they, on going with the guardsquad, secured the tomb by sealing the stone [with which Joseph of Arimathea had blocked the entrance (27:60; compare Daniel 6:17)]. Since the chief priests and Pharisees secure Jesus’ tomb by sealing it and setting the gaurdsquad, the upcoming opening of the tomb by an angel of the Lord (28:2) will utterly discredit those Jewish authorities.

  

THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS AS A DEMONSTRATION OF HIS DEITY AND TRUTHFULNESS
 Matthew 28:1–10
 

28:1–2: And later than the Sabbath, as [night] was twilighting into the first [day] of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary [see 27:56 with comments] came to view the tomb [that is, to renew the vigil they’d started late Good Friday afternoon (27:61)]. Why doesn’t Matthew write simply, as we read in Mark 16:2, “And very early in the morning on the first [day] of the week”? Well, by mentioning the Sabbath even though it ended at sundown on Saturday, by using an unusual “later than the Sabbath” rather than the expected “after the Sabbath,” and by expanding “very early in the morning on the first [day] of the week” into “as [night] was twilighting into the first [day] of the week,” Matthew renews his emphasis on the succession of days that now eventuates in the resurrection of Jesus as a fulfillment of his predictions that he’d be resurrected “on the third day” (compare the comments on 27:62). 2And behold, a great quaking took place; for an angel of the Lord, on coming down out of heaven and approaching [the tomb], rolled away the stone and was sitting on it. “Behold, a great quaking took place” matches a statement in 8:24. Only there the quaking took place “in the sea.” Here we have an earthquake. Both quakings accompany manifestations of Jesus’ majesty, though, earlier in the stilling of a storm at sea, now in resurrection. To highlight his majesty, “behold” punctuates the quakings and “great” intensifies them (compare Exodus 19:18; Judges 5:5; Psalm 68:7–8). The present quaking reprises the recent earthquake that split open the rocky tombs at the resurrection of sacred people from the past (27:51b–53). But this time not only is the quaking “great,” but also an angel of the Lord opens the tomb where Jesus has been lying. The angel’s rolling away the stone, previously described as “large” (27:60), causes the earthquake. As in 1:20, 24; 2:13, 19–20, the angel gives both an explanation and instructions. “Out of heaven” points to their divine origin. “Rolled away the stone” exposes the tomb’s emptiness. And “was sitting on it [the stone]” indicates there’s nothing more for the angel to do except for giving the explanation and instructions.

28:3–7: And his appearance was like lightning [that is, flashing brightly (compare Daniel 10:6)], and his clothing [was] white like snow [compare Daniel 7:9].
4And from fear of him [compare Daniel 10:7] the [guards] keeping watch [over the tomb] were quaked [as the earth had been quaked!] and became like dead [men (compare 27:54)]. In an ironic reversal Jesus has sprung to life while the guards, shaken like the earth itself, drop to the ground as if dead. The several allusions to Daniel, a book heavy with astonishing revelations, suit the astonishing revelation of Jesus’ resurrection. 5And answering [= responding, since no question has been asked], the angel told the women, “You—don’t be afraid. For I know that you’re seeking Jesus, the crucified one.
6He isn’t here. For he has been raised, just as he said [he’d be]. Here! See the place where he was lying.
7And on going quickly, tell his disciples [the Eleven according to 28:16], ‘He has been raised from the dead. And behold, he’s going ahead of you into Galilee. You’ll see him there.’ Behold, I’ve told you.” Since the women have already arrived by the time the angel descends, the angel responds to the guards’ becoming like dead men. But dead-like men can’t hear; so the angel speaks to the women in view of what has happened to those guards. Since fear has seized the guards, the angel tells the women not to fear. The emphatic “You—” distinguishes them sharply from the guards. The guards had reason to fear. The women don’t. The reason they don’t is that the angel knows they’re seeking Jesus, not as the guards, who were securing the tomb to keep disciples from stealing Jesus’ body. But chapter 28 opened with a statement that the women came “to view the tomb.” The angel’s adding that they’re seeking Jesus therefore implies that their vigil has the purpose of awaiting his resurrection, as a result of which they would see him. But he’s already on his way to Galilee. Pilate’s skepticism has proved prescient (27:65).

The angel calls Jesus “the crucified one” for a foil against which the announcement that he has already been raised will stand out in bold relief. No theft was needed, for his predictions of resurrection on the third day after crucifixion have been fulfilled (16:21; 17:22–23; 20:18–19). Despite the Jewish authorities’ having called him “that deceiver” (27:63), his word has proved true. The soldiers had been guarding the tomb; and the angel, frightful in appearance, has kept the women from approaching close enough to look inside. So the angel says, “Here! See the place where he was lying.” “Where he was lying” provides another foil, this time for a contrast not only with the resurrection of Jesus (literally, his “standing up”) but also with his “going ahead . . . into Galilee” in fulfillment of his prediction in 26:32. As emphasized by “behold,” he’s on the move, no longer lying motionless. And since he’s presently on his way, the disciples need to get started on their own way to Galilee. Otherwise they’ll miss seeing him there. Hence the angel’s instruction that the women go “quickly” to inform the disciples. The statement, “He has been raised from the dead,” matches 27:64 exactly. But there the statement occurred on the lips of the Jewish authorities for what they said would be spread as a false rumor by the disciples. Here the statement is to occur on the lips of the women in a true report to the disciples. Over against “the place where he was lying” stands the prediction, “You’ll see him there [in Galilee],” which the angel adds to Jesus’ prediction that he’d go ahead of the disciples into Galilee (26:32). “I’ve told you” refers to the angel’s having told the women, and another “Behold” stresses the importance of his instructions to the women and of the message they’re to pass on to the disciples.

28:8–10: And on quickly going away from the tomb with fear and great joy, they ran to report to his [Jesus’] disciples.
9And behold, Jesus met them, saying, “Hail!” And they, on approaching, seized his feet and worshiped him.
10Then Jesus tells them, “Don’t be afraid. Go report to my brothers that they should go away into Galilee. And they’ll see me there.” “And quickly going away” shows the women’s wasting no time to obey the angel’s instructions. Despite his having told them not to fear, though, their fear lingers. But it’s a godly fear mixed with joy. Given the news of Jesus’ resurrection, Matthew describes the joy as “great” (compare the comments on 2:10). Not only do the women leave the tomb quickly. They proceed to run for the purpose of reporting to the disciples as soon as possible. But Jesus interrupts their running by meeting them on their way. They don’t meet him. He meets them. For their vigil at his crucifixion and at the tomb, contrasting with the disciples’ flight from Gethsemane, makes them deserve at his initiative the first sight of him as resurrected (contrast the disciples’ having to go to Galilee for the sight of him). “Behold” highlights Jesus’ initiative. The common greeting “Hail!” means “Rejoice!” But in 26:49 Judas hypocritically told Jesus to rejoice while giving Jesus over to be killed, and in 27:29 soldiers mockingly told Jesus to rejoice while preparing to crucify him. Now it’s Jesus’ turn to say “Rejoice!” but to do so without hypocrisy or mockery. The women already had “great joy.” So Jesus’ telling them to rejoice confirms that they have good reason for such joy. He was seized by his enemies to do away with him (21:46; 26:4, 48, 50, 55, 57). But these women seize his feet. Doing so requires them to bend down before him in the posture of worship, quite a different kind of seizing. “They . . . worshiped him” recalls his deity (compare especially 2:11; 14:33). “Then” relates his telling them not to fear to their worship of him. His worshipers have nothing to fear from him. Their great joy needs no admixture of fear. The present tense of “tells” underscores this assurance, and also the following instruction, both of which reiterate in part what the angel told them. The abruptness of “Go report” adds further emphasis to the instruction. Jesus’ plaintive cry of abandonment on the cross (27:46) echoed the language of Psalm 22:1. But the triumphant instruction that the women “report to [his] brothers” now echoes the language of Psalm 22:22. What a difference between these two echoes! The reference to the disciples as Jesus’ brothers revives the portrayal of the church as a brotherhood of those who do the will of his heavenly Father (see especially 12:48–50, but also the comments on 1:2). “And they will see me there” looks like a statement made to the women. So it is. But since it’s also part of what they should report to the disciples, Jesus shifts from a command to a prediction that echoes what the angel has already told the women. But whereas the angel told the women to report his statement that Jesus had been raised from the dead, Jesus doesn’t have to tell them to do so. They’ve seen him for themselves.

  

A CONTRAST BETWEEN THE JEWISH AUTHORITIES’ DECEITFULNESS AND JESUS’ TRUTHFULNESS CONTINUED
 Matthew 28:11–15
 

This passage completes the story begun in 27:62–66.

28:11–15: But as they [the women] were going [in obedience now to Jesus’ as well as the angel’s command (28:7, 10)], behold, some of the guardsquad, on going into the city, reported to the chief priests all the things that had happened.
12And on gathering together with the elders and taking counsel [= consulting with one another], they gave a considerable sum of silver coins to the soldiers,
13saying, “Say that his disciples, on coming during the night, stole him while we were sleeping.
14And if this [matter] should be aired before the governor, we’ll persuade [him not to have you executed for failure at guard duty] and make you worry-free.”
15And they [the soldiers], on taking the silver coins, did as they’d been taught [by the chief priests and elders]. And this word [= this false report that the disciples had stolen Jesus’ body] has been publicized among Jews till today. “Behold” highlights the parallel between the women’s going to tell the disciples about Jesus’ resurrection and the going of guards to tell the chief priests and elders about it. The women were only two (28:1). So “some of the guardsquad” tightens the parallel by lessening any disparity between the number of the women and that of the soldiers. The chief priests and elders have no excuse for their unbelief. From unprejudiced eyewitnesses (some of the guardsquad) they now know that Jesus has indeed been raised from the dead, that the sign of Jonah, which he promised to give the scholars and Pharisees (12:38–40), has now been given. Furthermore, the soldiers’ report included “all the things that had happened.” So the chief priests’ and elders’ unbelief runs counter to full information as well as unprejudiced eyewitness. (The soldiers report to them because of Pilate’s having put the guardsquad at the Jewish authorities’ disposal.) And just as the chief priests and elders took counsel to kill Jesus in 27:1, here they take counsel to kill the news that he’s alive again. The bribery of the soldiers exposes the Jewish authorities’ lack of honesty, and the large size of the sum it took to silence the soldiers argues for the truth of Jesus’ resurrection and the falsity of the rumor concocted by those authorities and about to be circulated by the soldiers. Moreover, “the considerable sum of silver coins” given the soldiers contrasts with the paltry sum of thirty silver coins given Judas Iscariot to betray Jesus (see the comment on 26:14–16). By paying more to the soldiers than they did to Judas, the Jewish authorities show greater concern to squelch the news of Jesus’ resurrection than they did to get him killed. Well they might! How the governor is to be persuaded, if he hears, remains unstated. But the promise to persuade him and keep the soldiers worry-free brings to a climax Matthew’s portrayal of the Jewish authorities as deceptive. Yet they had the gall to call Jesus “that deceiver” (27:63)! And they’re the ones who are worried even as they promise to make the soldiers worry-free. The statement that the soldiers “did as they’d been taught” describes the chief priests’ and elders’ instruction as deceptive, false teaching over against Jesus’ teaching, which they themselves had described as true (22:16). Matthew also calls the chief priests’ and elders’ teaching “this word” as opposed to Jesus’ “word” about the kingdom of heaven (13:19–23).

  

THE MISSION TO ALL NATIONS AND RELATED MATTHEAN THEMES
 Matthew 28:16–20
 

This paragraph contains a compendium of important Matthean themes: Jesus as the greater Moses, the deity of Jesus, the authority of his commands, the trinitarian associations of baptism, the danger of doubt among disciples, their ministry of teaching, discipleship as obeying Jesus’ commands, the presence of Jesus with his disciples, and the directing of Christian hope to the consummation. Paramount among these themes, however, is the mission to all nations.

28:16–17: And the eleven disciples [Judas Iscariot having committed suicide] went into Galilee to the mountain where Jesus had given them instructions. The disciples’ going implies the women’s having completed the mission they started in 28:8. 17And on seeing him, they worshiped [him]; but some [of them] doubted [that they were seeing a resurrected Jesus]. The mountain in Galilee where Jesus had given the disciples instructions is the mountain where Jesus gave his Sermon on the Mount, full as it was of instructions on how disciples should conduct themselves (chapters 5–7). He’ll go on to mention those instructions as what the current disciples are to teach future disciples. So the present portrayal of Jesus as a legislator on the mountain revives the parallel between him and Moses, who also legislated from a mountain (Sinai). On the other hand, the disciples’ worshiping Jesus—that is, kneeling and bowing their heads to the ground—points to his deity as well. But there are doubters even among the eleven worshipers. Alarmingly, doubt can coexist with worship. We might be tempted to think this doubt exhibits a healthy absence of gullibility. But given the doubters’ seeing Jesus for themselves after hearing the women’s report, Matthew wants us to recognize in the doubt of some an unhealthy shortfall of faith. They have little faith (see 14:31 for the connection between doubt and little faith, there in Peter’s case—here too? [compare the comments on 26:70, and see also 17:20 for little faith as smaller than that smallest of all seeds, the mustard seed]).

28:18–20: And on approaching [them], Jesus spoke to them, saying, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.
19On going, therefore, disciple all nations by baptizing them [the people making up the nations] in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit
20and by teaching them to keep [= obey] all things, as many as they are, that I’ve commanded you. And behold, I am with you all the days till the consummation of the age [compare Daniel 12:13].” Usually others approach Jesus. But because the disciples are kneeling on the ground in worship, he approaches them. His claim to have been given all authority in heaven as well as on earth contrasts with the Devil’s having offered to give him “all the kingdoms of the world and their glory” if only he’d fall down and worship the Devil (4:8–9 [compare Daniel 7:14]). “Therefore” makes this claim of universal authority the basis for the Great Commission. The passages 7:29; 9:8; 11:27; 21:23 show that Jesus has had such authority all along. But the present passage confirms that authority and lifts geographical restrictions on his exercise of it. “All nations” corresponds to “all authority.” No nation lies outside the sphere of Jesus’ authority, and therefore nobody is exempt from the obligations to follow his example of getting baptized (see 3:13–15 with comments) and to learn and keep his commands. To include Gentiles as well as Jews, the present commission expands the earlier commission to go only to “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (10:5–6; but see previews of the expansion in 2:1–12; 4:24; 8:5–13; 10:22; 15:21–28; 20:1–16; 22:1–10 and Matthew’s bringing Gentile women into the genealogy of Jesus, a descendant of Abraham, through whose seed God promised that all nations of the earth would be blessed [1:1–3, 5–6; Genesis 22:18; compare Genesis 12:3]). To disciple all nations requires going to them; and by definition, discipling means to make learners. Since learning includes doing as well as understanding, Jesus stresses obedience to his commands.

Baptism is the rite of initiation into Jesus’ school. Baptism in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit puts a trinitarian cast on this baptism, especially in that all three are included in “the name,” and thus highlights Jesus’ deity by sandwiching “the Son” between “the Father” and “the Holy Spirit.” “In the name of” indicates acceptance that God is both Jesus’ and your Father, that Jesus is his Son in an unrivaled sense, and that the Holy Spirit (not Beelzebul [12:22–28]!) empowered Jesus. As a whole, the trinitarian formula distinguishes this baptism from John’s baptism, which had to do only with repentance in view of the soon coming of the kingdom of heaven (3:1–12). “All things . . . that I’ve commanded you” links up with “as many as they are” to underline the obligation of complete obedience (compare Exodus 7:2; Deuteronomy 1:3; 30:8; Joshua 1:7; Jeremiah 1:7). “Behold” underscores Jesus’ presence with the disciples wherever they go throughout the inhabited earth in fulfilling their commission (compare 24:14). He won’t be physically present with them, as he has been heretofore, but he’ll be with them in the way the Lord was with his people to help them in the past (compare 18:20; Genesis 26:24; 28:15; Exodus 3:12; Joshua 1:5, 9; Judges 6:12, 16 and so on) and in this sense will continue to be “Immanuel . . . God [is] with us” (1:23). (So as not to call such presence into question, Matthew omits an account of Jesus’ ascension to heaven, though the return from heaven in 10:23; 16:28; 24:30; 26:64 implies an ascension.) In line with the deity of Jesus, his “I” in “I am with you” replaces “God” in the echo of “God [is] with us.” “All the days” assures the disciples of Jesus’ uninterrupted presence and implies an extended period of time such as a worldwide making of disciples will take. “Till the consummation of the age” assures the disciples of Jesus’ untruncated presence. They’ll need it especially throughout the time of unprecedented affliction just before the second coming (24:15–30).

Note: It is possible that we should translate with “all the Gentiles” rather than with “all nations.” Even so, 10:23 indicated a mission to Israel that continues till the second coming. Given “all the Gentiles,” 25:31–46 would describe a judgment of Gentiles (for the same phrase occurs there); and 19:28 would supplement their judgment by the Son of Man with the apostles’ judgment of “the twelve tribes of Israel.” Either way, everybody is included.
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