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The Synoptic Gospels

I. The End of the Exile and the Inter-testamentary Period

The Inter-testamentary Period is the period of time between the last prophetic book of the OT, Malachi,
and the first advent of Jesus Christ, about 400 years. No prophetic writings had occurred during this
long period of time, but the years had been anything but insignificant in the history of Israel. Following
F.F. Bruce, New Testament History (pp. 1-19), I will attempt to fill in the gaps between the inspired
history of the OT and that of the NT.

In 539 BC, Cyrus the Persian had issued a decree to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem which was
destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonians in 587 BC. The returning Jews, about 50,000 in
number, enthusiastically returned to Jerusalem about 536 BC to fulfill this order and laid the foundation
of the temple. Discouraged by political opposition (cf. Ezra) but mostly misled by their carnal desires
and half-hearted devotion (cf. Haggai), the Jews had ceased building the temple. The temple lay
unfinished for 15 years until the preaching of Haggai and Zechariah (520 BC). Approximately one
century after the first return of the exiles (457 BC) Ezra the priest came to Israel and was instrumental
in calling the people back to the Law—particularly the law concerning marriage to foreign wives who
worshipped false gods. Nehemiah came in 444 BC and rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem (as only the
temple had been rebuilt earlier; cf. Nehemiah). The prophecy of Malachi takes place at about the time
of Nehemiah. He also preaches against lack of holiness in marriages by Israelites who were divorcing
their older wives and marrying younger women. The people were also stealing from God by not giving
him their tithes and offerings. The prophecies of Daniel, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi, together
with the historical books of Ezra and Nehemiah, prove that for all the judgment which had befallen the
northern and southern kingdoms of Israel and Judah, they had learned almost nothing (cf. Daniel 9).

However, God had preserved a remnant of those who feared him and were zealous to keep his law.
During the 400 years between Malachi and the NT era, by far the majority of Jews were living in
foreign countries as the Diaspora and had no ready access to the sacrificial system afforded by the
temple in Jerusalem. Yet, it was painfully evident to many that their forefathers had been led away
into exile for unfaithfulness to the covenant. The synagogues were developed to fill the need of
dispersed Jews to study the Law of God and teach it to their children. As we learn from Luke 4: 16,
synagogues also sprang up within the boundaries of Palestine for the same purpose.

During this same four hundred year period, the world had witnessed one empire conquering another in
succession according to the predictions of Daniel the prophet. Babylon had fallen to Medo-Persia in
539 BC. Persia had then dominated the world scene for 200 years until its fall to the Macedonian
Empire and the lightening-fast conquest of Alexander the Great in 331 BC after only 3 years of conflict
with Persia (cf. Daniel 7). Upon his death in 323 BC, Alexander’s empire was divided among the four
generals of his army, the most important in relation to biblical history being the Ptolemies of Egypt and
the Seleucids of Syria.

Judea was under the control of Ptolemy until 198 BC when the Seleucids of Syria won a major victory
against them at what is known in the Bible as Caesarea Philippi. For the next 50 years and beyond,
Judea was under the Seleucid Empire, a Hellenistic (Greek) dynasty which allowed the Jews of
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Palestine a large degree of self-government. During most of this period, Jerusalem itself was organized
as a temple-state with the priestly law of the Pentateuch as its constitution. The high priest was head
of this Jewish temple-state in which only the Jews living in Judea came under his jurisdiction. The
high priest came exclusively from the family of Zadok who was high priest during the reign of
Solomon.

During this time the Roman Empire was gaining strength and inevitably clashed with the Seleucid
Empire, defeating the Seleucid king Antiochus I11 in 190 BC at the battle of Magnesia. Afterwards the
Seleucids were forced to pay tribute money to Rome, a factor which led to much of the priestly intrigue
in the years to come. In order to raise the tribute money for Rome, Antiochus IV (Antiochus Epiphanes,
son of Antiochus I11) received payment from Jason who wished to purchase the high priesthood away
from his brother Onias Il (the Zadokite high priest). The bribe money was used to pay off Rome.
However, when a bigger bribe came later from Menelaus, who was not from the family of Zadok,
Antiochus IV made Menelaus high priest instead of Jason. Thus, during Antiochus’ reign, the high
priesthood was sold to the highest bidder. To make up for his father’s losses to Rome, Antiochus IV
attempted to add Egypt to the Seleucid Empire and would have succeeded had it not been for the
intervention of the Roman navy in 168 BC. This failure was predicted in Daniel 11: 29-30.

Meanwhile in Jerusalem, news of Antiochus’ defeat by Rome (“ships of Kittim”—Daniel) encouraged
the Jews to oust Menelaus as high priest and reinstall Jason (a descendent of Zadok). Antiochus
interpreted this as political rebellion, and on his way back from his humiliating defeat by the Romans
in Egypt he punished the whole city of Jerusalem for reinstalling Jason. (Remember that he had first
installed Jason as high priest only to take the priesthood away from him and give it to Menelaus who
paid him more for the position.) The Pentateuchal law pertaining to the priesthood was abolished as
the constitution in Jerusalem and unclean sacrifices were instituted in the temple according to the
predictions of Daniel in 11: 31, “the abomination of desolation”. For a period of three years, from 167
to 164 BC, Antiochus caused much suffering and havoc to the Jews who were faithful to the law and
would not surrender to Greek idolatry (Dan. 11: 32—*“those who know their God will display strength
and take action”).

Many Jews were killed during this time. Those who put up non-violent resistance to the sacrilege were
the Hassideans. Those who resisted by military means were the Hasmoneans under the leadership of
Judas Maccabeus, the son of the aged priest, Mattathias. Mattathias had been ordered to sacrifice a pig
on the altar, an order he refused. When another priest agreed to offer the pig, Mattathias killed both
him and a Syrian soldier. Due to the military skill of Judas Maccabeus, as well as Antiochus’ decision
not to allocate troops to a new military front in Judea, Antiochus agreed to withdraw his efforts to
Hellenize the Jews and their religion. The proper Jewish sacrifices were reinstituted in 164 BC, but
this concession did not satisfy the ambitious Hasmoneans who fought for 20 more years to achieve
political independence from the Seleucid dynasty. This autonomy was achieved in 142 BC under
Simon, the last son of Mattathias and brother to Judas Maccabeus, and is known as the Maccabean
Revolt. For one hundred years the descendants of Simon occupied the position of high priest in
Jerusalem and for seventy-five years of that same period enjoyed political independence in Judea.

Eventually, the religious idealism which had given birth to the Maccabean Revolt gave way to political
and religious ambition and corruption. Simon (son of Mattathias and successor to his brother Judas
Maccabeus) was followed as high priest by his son John Hyrcanus who in turn was followed by his
two sons Aristobulus | and Alexander Janneaus both of whom extended the kingdom of Judea by
military means to an area equal to that of the kingdoms of David and Solomon. (Thus since the time

christcommunitystudycenter.org—revised October, 2015 through April, 2017 2



The Synoptic Gospels 3

of Simon the office of king was combined with the office of priest, something not allowed by the law
of God (cf. 2 Chron. 26: 16-21). Both Jannaeus and his brother Aristobulus were ungodly men who
acted more like Greek rulers than religious reformers. Jannaeus, in particular, cared for nothing but
personal power. He is followed in 76 BC by his wife Salome Alexandra whose elder son Hyrcanus |1
becomes high priest while her younger son, Aristobulus Il becomes a military commander. After her
death in 67 BC, the opposing factions of her two sons wage a civil war which becomes the advantage
of the ambitious Antipater (an lIdumean or Edomite—descendent of Esau) who cooperates with the
Roman occupation of Judea in 63 BC by Pompey. Thus, Judea comes under the domination of the
Roman Empire, and the “golden age” (in the opinion of some) of independence under the Maccabees
comes to an end.

Since Rome was actively opposed only by Aristobulus 11, Pompey establishes Hyrcanus Il as high
priest and gives him titular (by title only) leadership of the nation. In reality Antipater is the real power
behind the throne in Jerusalem because of his cooperation with the Roman government. After Julius
Caesar rises to power in Rome, Antipater is useful to him and as repayment is named by Caesar as the
procurator (or governor) of Judea under the supervision of Rome. This is an ironic twist of history—a
descendent of Esau and archenemy of Israel becoming the local political leader of the Jewish nation.
The situation becomes even more unacceptable to the nation when Antipater’s son, Herod the Great, is
named king of the Jewish nation by Antony and Octavian of Rome. Antipater continued to support
whoever was in power in Rome until his assassination in 43 BC. By that time his sons (Phasael and
Herod—who became Herod the Great) had learned his political skills and were appointed the joint
tetrarchs (ruler of part of a province) of Judea.

When the Parthians invaded Palestine in 40 BC, Phasael was captured and killed while his brother
Herod escaped to Rome where he was named king of the Jews at the age of 25. By that time Julius
Caesar had been assassinated (44 BC) by those who claimed to be his friends (Brutus and Cassius), and
this treacherous coalition had been suppressed by Antony and Octavian working together. The
Parthians, for their part, place the son of Aristobulus I, Antigonus, on the throne of Jerusalem in the
place of Hyrcanus Il. Aristobulus Il was the brother of Hyracanus Il and the one who had opposed the
invasion of the Roman armies of Pompey. Thus, in reward for his opposition to Rome, the Parthians
place the son of Aristobulus I on the throne to replace Hyrcanus. The Parthians are able to hold out
against the Romans and control Judea for about 3 years until they are driven out by Herod’s army—
with Roman support—in 37 BC.

When Herod takes control of Judea in 37 BC, he has Antigonus (the Hasmonean king installed by the
Parthians) executed by his friend, Antony of Rome. This infuriates the Jews who recognized only a
Hasmonean (descendant of the Maccabees) as the rightful ruler of Judea. Herod is never accepted by
the Jews in spite of his marriage to Mariamme, a Hasmonean princess, his magnificent reconstruction
of the Jewish temple—he also built many pagan temples—and his efforts at famine relief (William
Hendriksen, Matthew, p. 160). He nevertheless reigns in Judea for 33 years until 4 BC. He is the
murderous Herod of Matthew 2 who had all the babies of Bethlehem two years old and younger
murdered in an attempt to kill Christ.

The biggest initial threat to Herod’s kingdom was the political ambition of Cleopatra VII of Egypt who
wished to regain the control of Palestine which had belonged to her ancestors the Ptolemies who lost
Palestine to the Seleucids in 198 BC. Having gained substantial influence over Antony, Cleopatra may
have eventually succeeded in ousting Herod from Judea had it not been for the growing tension between
Antony and Cleopatra on the one hand and Octavian on the other. Antony makes an alliance with
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Cleopatra against Octavian to achieve joint control of Rome and Egypt. They are decisively defeated
by Octavian in the battle of Actium in 31 BC which leaves Octavian as the supreme power in Rome,
later taking the name Caesar Augustus and becoming one of the worst persecutors of the Christian
church. Antony and Cleopatra, on the other hand, commit suicide one year after their defeat in 30 BC
leaving Octavian as the undisputed ruler in Rome whom Herod must please for the rest of his reign in
Judea until his death in 4 BC.

Herod was a cruel and ruthless man who, on his deathbed, ordered the execution of many Jewish leaders
in Jerusalem to insure that all Judea would be mourning on the day of his death, an order which was
not carried out. On the same day of his death he ordered the execution of his son Antipater whom he
suspected of plotting against his life earlier. Years earlier he also had the only wife he “loved”,
Mariamme, executed in 29 BC for suspicion of plotting against him as well as his two sons by her 22
years later in 7 BC. (His paranoid suspicion of everyone close to him foreshadows that of Joseph Stalin
of Russia who years prior to his death would sleep in a different room every night in the Kremlin to
avoid assassination. He failed, for he was killed by poisoning by another powerful member of the
Communist Party.)

Herod’s kingdom was divided between three of his sons: Herod Antipas ruled in Galilee and Peraea;
Antipas’ full brother Archelaus reigned in Judea, Samaria and Idumea; and Philip, half-brother of
Antipas and Archelaus, reigned in Iturea and Trachonitis (LK. 3: 1; cf. Bible maps). Herod Antipas is
Herod the tetrarch of Matthew 14 who has John the Baptist beheaded because he confronted Antipas
for taking Philip’s wife, Herodias, away from him. He is also the Herod to whom Pilate sends Jesus
for questioning (Lk. 23). He ruled as tetrarch for 42 years and Philip, his half-brother over his realm
for 37 years. Archelaus, on the other hand, was so oppressive in Judea that Caesar Augustus removed
him in 6 AD after a reign of nine years to prevent a Jewish revolt. Joseph, husband of Mary, was very
hesitant to move his family to Judea in light of what Archelaus had recently done. It seems that two of
the beloved religious teachers in Jerusalem (Judas and Matthias) had encouraged some zealous young
students to destroy the golden image of an eagle which Herod the Great had placed above the gate of
the temple. To strict Jews, this was a sacrilege since the eagle, to them, also represented Roman gods.
The young men were given light sentencing but their teachers were executed. This caused a riot to
break out during Passover. To quell the rebellion, Archelaus sent out Roman troops who killed three
thousand Jews. Joseph had mixed feelings since he really wanted to return to Bethlehem where they
had lived since the birth of Jesus except for the short stay in Egypt. The warning from the angel to go
instead to Nazareth was the deciding factor in his decision (Matt. 2: 22-23; William Hendriksen,
Matthew, pp. 187-188). After Archelaus is removed in 6 AD, Augustus Caesar decided to place Judea
directly under Roman rule administered by provincial governors or procurators appointed by the
emperor. This is why Judea was under the supervision of Pontius Pilate when Jesus was crucified
while Galilee was ruled by Herod Antipas, son of Herod the Great.

Il. Genealogy of Jesus (Matthew 1: 1-17; Luke 3: 23-31)

Written to Jews, the genealogy of Matthew draws attention to Jesus’ ancestry in David the king. Jesus
is the Messiah, the son of David. (Of all the kings mentioned by Matthew, only David is called “the
king”; Knox Chamblin, Matthew, p. 189). Jesus is also the descendant of Abraham, the progenitor
(forerunner) of the Jewish nation, an essential part of Jesus’ lineage to the Jewish reader. Luke, on the
other hand, traces Jesus back to Adam, the progenitor of the human race, thus accenting the humanness
of Jesus and His role as the new beginning of the human race and the universal source of salvation for
all people (cf. Norval Geldenhuys, Luke, p. 43). This is not to imply that Matthew was indifferent to
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the Gentile mission. Five women are mentioned in Matthew’s genealogy: Tamar (v. 3), Rahab, (v. 5),
Ruth (v. 5), Bathsheba (v. 6), and Mary (v. 16). Rahab was a Canaanite living in Jericho and Ruth was
a Moabite—both Gentiles. Tamar may have been a Canaanite and Bathsheba may have been Hittite
(Chamblin, p. 192). (It is worthy of note that she is mentioned in connection with her Hittite husband,
Uriah.) Mary is the only woman listed who is unambiguously Jewish, and her mention is essential as
the one “by whom Jesus was born”. Matthew could not use the phrase “the father of Jesus” concerning
Joseph as he did of other fathers in the genealogy. Joseph was not “the father of Jesus; rather, he was
“the husband of Mary” (v. 16).

It is also important in Matthew’s genealogy that many of Jesus’ ancestors were people of less than
sterling (pure) character; thus the grace of the gospel is foreshadowed in Matthew’s genealogy. Tamar,
posing as a prostitute, seduced Judah. Rahab made her living through seduction, and Bathsheba was
complicit in adultery. On the male side, Judah was complicit in adultery with Tamar, complicit in
selling his brother Joseph into slavery and burdening his father Jacob with Joseph’s death. Rehoboam
unwisely pushed the northern tribes into rebellion and secession from the Davidic dynasty. Ahaz and
Manasseh practiced child sacrifice. Jeconiah, also known as Jehoiachin, was one of Josiah’s evil sons
who was taken into Babylonian captivity after only three months reign in Jerusalem (2 Kings 24: 8).
Yet, 2 Kings concludes with Jehoiachin being released from his prison in Babylon and elevated to a
position of honor (2 Kings 25: 27-30). His son was Shealtiel, the father of Zerubbabel who later
organized the rebuilding of the temple during the prophecies of Haggai and Zechariah. Thus, the curse
upon Jehoiachin in Jeremiah 22: 30 that he would not have a descendant ruling upon the throne of
David is reversed. Zerubbabel was never king in an official capacity, but he became the governor of
Jerusalem during the exile and represented Israel’s hope for the restoration of a Davidic monarchy
(Chamblin, p. 193). The sinless Jesus comes from a long line of sinners foreshadowing His ministry to
sinners (Matt. 9: 10-13). He did not come to call to salvation those who presume themselves righteous.

l11. Birth of John the Baptist and the Announcement of Christ’s Birth—Luke 1: 5-80; Matthew 1:
18-25

The NT begins not with the birth of Jesus but the birth of his forerunner who is predicted in Mal. 4: 5-
6 and confirmed by the angel Gabriel in Lk. 1: 17. The story begins with the announcement of John’s
birth to Elizabeth, wife of Zechariah (Zacharias), the aged and childless priest who is reluctant to
believe that they will have a son in old age. The favorable assessment of Zechariah and Elizabeth in
v. 6 is by no means unnecessary since this was not the character of so many priests in his day,
particularly the high priest, whose office had been sullied (tarnished) by the combination of the office
of high priest with that of king during the Hasmonean dynasty of the Maccabees. Later, from AD 6
onward, the office of high priest was often sold to the highest bidder and became the property of the
wealthiest priestly families who were members of the Sadducees and anxious to keep Rome happy at
any price. This practically resulted in “an unhealthy concentration of power in the hands of a few rich
and influential families” in Judea who “exercised power out of all proportion to their numbers” (Bruce,
New Testament History, pp. 63, 67). Zechariah is not the high priest and he has little in common with
those who occupied the office of priest or high priest with political ambitions. Yet he is judged in the
passage for having insufficient faith in the express promise of God. For this he will not be able to
speak until the birth of John.

Following this announcement by six months, Mary is also visited by Gabriel in her city of Nazareth of
Galilee. Judeans looked down upon the Galileans as socially and religiously inferior, yet God chooses
the lowly to shame the wise (1 Cor. 1. 25-31). Even today the Jews shun the city of Nazareth, now
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called En-Nasirah, which is occupied by 10,000 people two-thirds of whom are Christians and one-
third Muslims (Geldenhuys, Luke, p. 75). Mary is already engaged to Joseph and the news of her
pregnancy understandably put her in a serious predicament. How could she explain this to Joseph?
But the Lord knew that it would take something supernatural to convince Joseph that she had not been
unfaithful (Matt. 1: 18-25). There is no doubt in her mind that this prediction would be fulfilled, unlike
Zechariah, and any indication of judgment for unbelief is lacking in the narrative. The only question
she had was: How?

The answer is forthcoming in v. 35. For Jesus to be born without the taint of human sin, he had to be
born of a virgin, not because sin is passed on to one’s offspring by the father exclusively—something
which is not taught in the NT. Moreover, there is nothing in the NT remotely suggesting the sinlessness
of Mary. Rather, in Christ there is the new beginning of the human race through the sovereign power
of God. Jesus is born “not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God”
(In. 1: 13). In a spiritual sense, this is also true of every Christian because we are in union with Christ
through the power of the Holy Spirit. We are a new creation, born supernaturally in Christ through the
Spirit.

Assuming for the present the doctrine of Adamic guilt as defined in traditional dogmatics [systematic
theology], it is clear that such guilt was not imputed to Christ. The only factor available to help us
understand this immunity is the virgin birth. Adam begot a son in his own image (Gn. 5: 3). But Adam did
not beget Christ. The Lord’s existence has nothing to do with Adamic desire or Adamic initiative. As we
have already seen, Christ is new. He is from outside. He is not a derivative from, or a branch of, Adam.
He is parallel to the first man, a new departure, and as such not involved in the guilt which runs in the
original stream....

The argument that there is some connection between the virgin birth and the sinlessness of Christ is
reinforced by the fact that a sinless humanity is impossible without a miracle. The first man was holy
because God made him so; the new man (the Christian) is holy because God makes him so; the Last Man is
holy because God makes him so. Holiness can exist in human life only by virtue of divine action and so far
as Jesus Christ is concerned that action occurs in the very commencement of his existence (Donald Macleod,
The Person of Christ, p. 41).

Mary’s news is met with enthusiasm by her relative Elizabeth to whom advance notice had already
been given, thus also eliminating the need for explanation. On the other hand, the news is not met with
much enthusiasm by Joseph, who kindly plans to put her away privately by divorce. In those days,
engagement was as binding as marriage. We cannot discern from scripture when the transition from
death by stoning to divorce had taken place, but obviously divorce for sexual immorality was now
permissible although the scribes and Pharisees still appealed to the death penalty in the Law of Moses
(Jn. 8: 3). Itis not true, as the Jews attested of Jesus, that they were forbidden under all situations to
administer the death penalty (Jn. 18: 31). Surely this did not hinder them from putting Stephen to death
(Acts 7). InJesus’ case, it was expedient for the chief priests and Pharisees to allow the Romans to do
their dirty work, so they branded Jesus as a political insurgent threatening Caesar’s regime.

Notice from the narrative that Joseph kept her a virgin “until” she gave birth to Jesus. There is no
evidence from this text or any other that she continued to live as a virgin the duration of their marriage.
This would have been a considerable, unnecessary burden to both Joseph and Mary and a violation of
the obligations of marriage (1 Cor. 7: 4-5). On the contrary, the evidence suggests that Jesus had
brothers and sisters of whom James and Jude were included (Jn. 7: 5; Mk. 3: 31; 6: 3; Gal. 1: 19; Jude
1: 1; Matt. 13: 55-56). The absence of any reference to Joseph or any other “husband” in the Matthean
text implies that Joseph had already died and that Mary never remarried. Thus, the brothers and sisters
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were Joseph’s offspring, not another man’s. What v. 25 implies is that marriage can exist under special
circumstances without sexual relations. The Christ must be born of a virgin (Isa. 7: 14); thus, Joseph
kept Mary a virgin until the birth of Jesus. This situation would never arise again, but other situations
do arise which prevent sexual relations between husband and wife, including sickness, injury, and old
age. Marriage is a covenant of companionship which requires sex under normal conditions (1 Cor. 7:
4-5), but can exist inviolable (unbroken) if sexual relations are no longer possible. It is not sexual
relations that form the foundation of marriage, but the covenant of companionship.

Both in the Magnificat of Mary (Lk. 1: 46-55) and the prophecy of Zecharias at the birth of John (LK.
1: 68-79), there is a deep awareness of the fulfillment of the covenant promised to Abraham who is
mentioned in both monologues (vv. 55 and 73). Also noted is one of the emphases of Luke’s gospel,
good news to the poor and oppressed. There are political, economic, and social forces operating in the
first century, and up to this present day, in opposition to God’s eschatological purpose to redeem the
fallen universe (cf. vv. 52-53). ““...God is at work in individual lives (like Mary) and in the social order
as a whole in order to subvert the very structure of society that supports and perpetuates such
distinctions [between rich and poor]” (Joel B. Green, Luke, p. 105, words in brackets mine). Said
another way, through the atoning work of Christ, the ongoing work of the gospel through the church,
and the return of Christ in history, God is going to turn the world upside down in ways that few would
expect. At the dawn of human history, the self-humbling Christ will be exalted as Lord before every
eye; and those who believe in him, regardless of socio-economic or political status, will be exalted with
Him (Phil. 2: 5-11). The only important, eternal status is union with Christ.

Zachariah’s song reflects his understanding of his son John as the fulfillment of Malachi’s prophecy
that God will send forth someone to prepare the way of the Lord (Mal. 3: 1). The reference to the desert
recalls Isaiah’s prophecy of the voice of one crying in the wilderness (Isa. 40: 3).

IV. The Birth of Christ; His Circumcision and Presentation in the Temple—Lk. 2: 1-38

The census of Luke 2 illustrates the common practice of Rome to count the population every 14 years
(Harrison, A Short Life of Christ, p. 36). This was for the purpose of levying taxes and may have led
to the Zealot movement which conspired to overthrow the Roman government. Taxation by the Roman
government was a bitter reminder to the Jews that they were not a free people. Moreover, reference to
Caesar Augustus recalled the blasphemous imperial worship of the Roman emperor who was regarded
by Romans more as a god than as a human. One inscription read, “Divine Augustus Caesar, son of a
god, imperator of land and sea, the benefactor and savior of the whole world...” (Green, p. 126).
Doubtless, such inscriptions led Peter to say of Christ, “And there is salvation in no one else; for there
is no other name under heaven that has been given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts
4:12; emphasis mine). However, Peter would have had few religious peers in Judea when Christ began
His ministry. The average Israelite was more concerned about political freedom than religious
orthodoxy.

As in Zacharaias’ prophecy, the fact that Jesus would be from the house of David is emphasized (cf. 1:
69 and 2: 4). From the house of David the Messiah would come to restore the kingdom back to Israel
(Jer. 23: 5; 30: 9; 33: 15, 17; 33: 20-21; Ezek. 34: 24). For most Israelites this promise meant only the
restoration of the kingdom of Israel to its former glory in the kingdoms of David and Solomon. Thus
the nation as a whole was looking for a purely earthly Messiah to deliver them from Roman domination.
Christ comes to give them a different kind of deliverance from the bondage of sin.
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The angels first appear to shepherds in the announcement of the Messiah. There may be more than one
purpose in Luke’s mention of the shepherds. On the one hand, throughout the history of Israel, the
kings of Israel are likened to shepherds who either led the people or scattered them. Most of the kings
did not lead the people in sacrificial service, but used the sheep to enrich themselves (1 Kings 22: 17;
Ezek. 34: 5, 8), much like many modern rulers. Another shepherd is promised, however, who will
properly feed his sheep and lead them into obedience (Micah 5: 4; Ezek. 34: 23; 37: 24; Isa. 40: 11).
Jesus later identifies himself as the one who fulfills the prophetic promises of a “good shepherd” who
lays down his life for the sheep rather than fleecing the sheep and using them for his own selfish ends.

Most likely, however, this announcement to shepherds—found only in Luke—fits well with Luke’s
emphasis in bringing good news to the poor and marginalized. Shepherds were at the bottom rung of
the socio-economic ladder, and the appearance of the angel to shepherds is further assurance that God
was no respecter of persons and would not overlook people on the basis of social status. We recall the
disciples’ surprise when Jesus said that it was difficult for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven
(Matt. 19: 23). If it was hard for the rich, then who could be saved, for the consensus of opinion during
that day was that the rich were favored by God; otherwise, they would not be rich. By reaching out to
lowly shepherds, God assures mankind that there was a level playing field between rich and poor as far
as God’s favor was concerned. Repentance and faith, not social status, were all that mattered.

We find similar emphasis in the following Lukan stories and parables: Jesus’ announcement of the
Year of Jubilee in Lk. 4: 18; the emphasis on the economically poor in the Sermon on the Mount
(compare Lk. 6: 20 with Matt. 5: 3); the rich man and Lazarus (Lk. 16: 19-31); the repentance of
Zaccheus who gave his money to the poor (LK. 19: 1-10); the parables of the invited guests and the
dinner in which the poor, crippled, blind and lame were invited (LK. 14: 7-24). In addition to these
stories were some which Luke had in common with Matthew which also dealt with the poor: the poor
widow (Lk. 21: 1-4) and the rich young ruler (Lk. 18: 18-25).

The declaration of the angels must be qualified, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among
men with whom he is well-pleased” (2: 14). The “peace among men” is qualified. Christ did not come
to bring peace to everyone, but to those with whom he is pleased—i.e. those who repent and embrace
him as Lord and Savior; those who lay down their weapons and surrender to his rule over them. Christ
expressly declared at another time that he “did not come to bring peace but a sword” of division even
among those of the same household (Matt. 10: 34). Even family ties and loyalties would be challenged
by the gospel of Jesus Christ, and those who would be loyal to family members and tribes at the expense
of their loyalty to Christ would not be worthy of Christ (10: 35-37).

The offer of peace is also interesting in light of the historical context. At this time in world history, the
world was enjoying an external peace, the likes of which had never been known—the Pax Romana or
“Peace of Rome”. Rome had virtually conquered the world with its Roman legions, and there were
only small pockets of resistance to its power. Nevertheless, as the Roman scholar, Epictetus, of the first
century said, “While the emperor may give peace from war on land and sea, he is unable to give peace
from passion, grief and envy. He cannot give peace of heart, for which man yearns more than even for
outward peace” (Norval Geldenhuys, Luke, p. 112). Sixty years after the birth of Christ Paul would
declare, “Therefore having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus
Christ” (Rom. 5: 1). True and lasting peace with men can only come from the inward peace of being
reconciled to God. This is something the Pax Romana could not supply but is amply supplied through
the atoning death of Christ. The promise of peace is an indirect insult to the empty promises of Roman
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peace which eventually fell apart. The continual “wars and rumors of wars” (Matt. 24: 6) which have
since resulted prove that military might alone cannot bring lasting peace.

The announcement of the angel is not only a declaration of peace but a declaration of war. Christ is
now invading the universe to overcome man’s rebellion against him with his atoning power and the
work of his Spirit. He will not accomplish this peace all at once in the first advent. He will first declare
peace to those who will surrender to his Lordship. This offer of peace is symbolized by riding into
Jerusalem on a donkey (Matt. 21: 5)—the customary transportation kings used in offering peace to a
city. Christ will then leave his disciples as soldiers in spiritual armor (Eph. 6) continuing the work he
began. These will wield the sword of the Spirit, the word of God, in preaching, evangelism and
missions, and will thus attack the gates of hell which will not prevail against the kingdom of God (Matt.
16: 18). These same soldiers are also ambassadors for Christ making every effort to persuade men and
women to lay down their weapons and make peace with God before it is too late (2 Cor. 5: 20). When
Christ has gathered all his sheep into the fold (Jn. 10: 16), not wishing that any of his elect would perish
(2 Pet. 3: 9), he will then come again, no longer riding on a donkey, but, in the apocalyptic language
of Revelation, on a white horse with a sword coming out of his mouth to slay those who refused to
accept his offer of peace (Rev. 19: 11-16).

Eight days after his birth, Joseph and Mary take Jesus to the temple for circumcision, purification, and
presentation to the priest (LK. 2: 21-38). Circumcision was the sign of the Abrahamic Covenant
required of all Hebrew males, slaves, or proselytes to the Jewish religion. It signified the cutting off
of the sinful flesh, i.e. repentance (Col. 2: 11 compared with Jer. 4: 4 and Deut. 10: 16). Why then did
Jesus need to be circumcised since he was not born in sin? The answer is the same as that which
answers the question: Why did Jesus have to be baptized with John’s baptism, a baptism of repentance?
By being baptized, Jesus was fully identifying with the people he came to save, the people whose sins
he would bear in his own body on the cross. His circumcision, in the same way, is a circumcision of
identification. Jesus was born of a woman, born under the law (Gal. 4: 4). That is, he voluntarily
subjected himself to all the conditions of the law including circumcision.

The “purification” of v. 22 is a reference to Lev. 12. A woman who had given birth would be
ceremonially unclean and must offer either a lamb and a turtle dove or two turtle doves if she were
poor. Joseph and Mary’s poverty is indicated in the sacrifice of two turtledoves or two pigeons. Notice
from the text that purification is applied to both Mary and Jesus, an indication that the Israelites
believed in the pollution of sin even at birth (cf. Ps. 51: 5). This purification is just another way of
showing that Jesus, though sinless, fully identified with sinners.

Another kind of requirement is mentioned in v. 23 separate from the requirement of v. 22. This
pertained to the first-born males, both animals and humans. The first born male animals were to be
sacrificed, but the first-born males of the Israelites must be redeemed—i.e. bought back from the Lord
(Ex. 13: 15). The reason for this is found in the Exodus event. Israel as a whole nation belonged to
the Lord as the first-born son (Ex. 4: 22). The first-born was a symbol for the whole just as the first-
fruits represented the whole harvest. By offering the first-born male animal the Israelite was dedicating
his whole herd to the Lord. In the same way, the first-born male son represented the whole family, but
instead of sacrificing the first-born son as the heathens sometimes did, the Israelite would redeem him
with an animal, thus purchasing him back from God, his true owner. Thus the first-born became, not
a dead sacrifice, but a living sacrifice dedicated to the Lord’s service. (It is in this vein of thought that
Paul exhorts us to present ourselves to the Lord as living sacrifices—Rom. 12: 1). Pharaoh, playing
the part of God, had usurped God’s authority over the nation by refusing to let the people go and
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worship God. By arrogating (seizing without right) to himself the rights over the nation which belonged
only to God, Pharaoh was forced to forfeit the first-born sons of Egypt in exchange for the Israelites
whom he should have given to God. This rationale (reason) for redeeming the first-born is given in
Ex. 13: 15 as an explanation to the Israelite child who asks his father why such offerings were made
(13: 14). In a very special sense, Jesus is the first-born of all believers (Rom. 8: 29), but rather than
being redeemed, since he needs no redemption, he becomes our redeeming sacrifice. He sacrifices
himself as a substitute for all the first-born among his brethren—Christians.

The sacrifice which is given in the text appears to be connected with the purification of the mother and
the infant and not with the redemption of the first-born (cf. Calvin). The purification sacrifice was
made in every event of birth, not just the first-born.

Despite the spiritually depressed state of the nation at the time Christ was born, God still had his people
there who were “looking for the consolation of Israel”. “Consolation” is the same Greek word used in
the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the OT) in Isa. 40: 1. Christ would be the “comfort” or
consolation of Israel, the shepherd who would tend his flock (40: 11). It had been revealed to Simeon
that he would not close his eyes in death until he saw the Christ, the Messiah. His words indicate that
he was not looking for a political Messiah who would defeat Rome but a Savior exhibited to “all
peoples”, one who would not only be “the glory” of Israel but “a light of revelation to the Gentiles”
(including Romans) according to many of the prophecies of the OT scriptures (Isa. 9: 2; 42: 6). Christ
was appointed for the fall and rise of many, a reference to the continuous theme in all of Scripture—
the salvation of God’s people and the destruction of his enemies. It is notable that Simeon is not a
priest, otherwise Luke would have told us. He is one of the ordinary people of Israel in whom God had
put his Spirit. When the religious institution and religious leaders of Israel had sunk to a very low
condition, God raises up the “nobodies” to preserve the true faith. Simeon also prophesies about the
manner in which Christ would be the salvation of many peoples in v. 35, an allusion to his death and
Mary’s sorrow. In spite of the great prophesies she has been blessed to hear about Jesus, Mary should
not entertain unrealistic hopes about his reception by the common masses or by the religious leadership
(Calvin, Vol. 1, p. 147).

Anna was a prophetess and another example of the remnant of God’s elect Jews who were anxiously
awaiting a Savior who would redeem them from their sin.

V. Visit of the Magi and Satan’s Attempt to Destroy the Christ—Matthew 2: 1-23; Luke 2: 39

At this point in Luke’s narrative, the visit of the Magi is left out. This is not an error in Luke’s account
but simply a story Luke considered unnecessary for his particular purpose. Most scholars believe that
Luke was written after Mark and Matthew in which case Luke knew that the story of the Magi had
already been adequately covered in Matthew’s gospel.

Who are these magi? Most scholars identify them as scholars and astrologists (or even astronomers).
They could have been either from Babylonia (cf. Dan. 2: 2 for a reference to “wise men”) or from
Persia. The word magoi has its origin in Persia (modern day Iran) and early Christian art has depicted
these magi dressed in Persian robes. Many of the early church fathers including Clement of Alexandria,
Cyril of Alexandria, and Chrysostom believed that they came from Persia. But the Babylonians are
credited with much of the rudimentary knowledge of the planetary system, the calendar, and the
computation of time. Hendriksen believes that we cannot know for sure who they were or where they
were from. Inspired by the Holy Spirit, Matthew leaves out many of the details in order to shift the
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whole focus to the one who deserves the attention, the Lord Jesus Christ. The wise men would not
have wanted it any other way, for they had traveled a long way just to worship this new king (v. 2;
Hendriksen, Matthew, pp. 151, 155).

The timing of the Magi’s visit is another debatable issue. The typical manger scene shows Mary and
Joseph with the baby Jesus wrapped in swaddling clothes surrounded by shepherds and three Magi
from the east. (The text does not tell us how many magi were present. It only tells us that three different
gifts were given.) The inn of Lk. 2: 7 would have had an animal stall for the convenience of their
traveling guests, and this would have been the stall where Mary and Joseph would have stayed the
night. But if you look carefully at the text of Matthew, you will notice that the Magi came to see Jesus
while he was living in a house (v. 11). According to the fact that Herod kills all the children in and
around Bethlehem two years old and younger, it has been argued that Jesus is two years old when the
Magi see him in Bethlehem. Based on this theory, it took the Magi two years to follow the star which
appeared to them either in Persia or Babylon. However, it could also be argued that they observed the
star for almost two years before they came to the conclusion that the star was a sign for the Jewish king.
It would not have taken two years to travel from Persia or Babylonia to Judea—unless you had a really
slow camel!

Calvin has argued that it is unlikely that Joseph would have desired to completely relocate his family
from Nazareth to Bethlehem for two years after the census was taken. His livelihood would have been
in Nazareth (Harmony of the Evangelists, VVol. 1, 154). Furthermore, it does not necessarily follow that
Herod would have killed the male children immediately after hearing that the magi had avoided him.
He may have waited for a more opportune time to kill them after the report of the Jewish king had been
forgotten. This opportune time may not have come until two years later. Calvin has further noted that
the magi were not looking for a two year old boy but for one “who has been born” (newly born) as the
king of the Jews. The star may have appeared a year and a half or so before Christ was born to give the
magi a chance to see him in Bethlehem when he was still an infant (Harmony, pp. 158-160).

All we really know is that they saw Jesus when he was living in a house. The important thing is not
when they saw him but that they, in fact, saw him and worshipped him. These were gentiles, not Jews,
and it is noteworthy that when Herod told the scribes and chief priests about these magi and their
mysterious questions about the king of the Jews, none of them attempted to find the Christ themselves.
At least the text does not indicate any such search, a fact which Matthew would not have omitted had
it occurred. The promised Messiah had been born in Bethlehem right under the noses of the scribes
and chief priests, but they were too concerned with the political and religious control of the masses—
not to speak of their own wealth—to be concerned about the promised Messiah. The whole story is a
foreshadowing of what Christ would declare in no uncertain terms later in the parable of the landowner
in Matt. 21: 33-44, “Therefore I say to you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you [the
Jews], and be given to a nation [the gentiles] producing the fruit of it” (v. 43). Christ came and was
rejected by his own people (Jn. 1: 11), but the gentiles did receive him and have been receiving him
ever since. Matthew tells the story of the Magi as a rebuke to his Jewish audience who rejected their
Messiah.

Also significant is the fact that God sought the magi before they sought Christ. We are not informed
as to how they knew about the king of the Jews and the promise of the Christ. It is possible that they
had been informed of these prophecies by exiled Jews who lived either in Babylon or Persia; but
undoubtedly the exiled Jews were not the only ones helping these men, since God also helps them
avoid Herod by warning them in a dream to go a different route back to their homeland (v. 12). God
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had given them special insight into this mysterious star. His plan had always been to incorporate the
gentiles into the people of God. (Recall Simeon’s speech above.)

The wise men having departed, Joseph is warned by God in a dream not to go back home but to flee to
Egypt, thus fulfilling prophecy (v. 15). Egypt had been used by God before as a place of refuge for his
people and so again now—-a table set before Christ in the presence of his enemies (Ps. 23: 5). As Israel
was the son of God (Ex. 4: 22), Christ is the only begotten son of God and the new beginning of the
people of God, the first-born among his brethren (Rom. 8: 29). His return from Egypt is symbolic of
a new exodus of the people of God, the remnant according to God’s choice (Rom. 11: 5). It is one of
the amazing ironies of the humiliation of Christ that he must flee the wrath of an earthly king when he,
himself, is the King of kings and Lord of lords. His kingly reign is now invisible to most people (Jn.
3: 3), but there will come a day when every knee will bow and every tongue confess that he is Lord
(Phil. 2: 10-11); and everyone, even kings, who have refused to surrender to his lordship will call upon
the mountains and the rocks to fall upon them to hide them from the wrath of the Lamb (Rev. 6: 12-
17).

Herod’s slaughter of the babies in Bethlehem is one of the many plots Satan will devise to destroy the
Christ (cf. Rev. 12: 1-6). As always, Satan has his human accomplices (in this case, Herod) who do
his bidding without knowing it. The Jews were mistreated by the Edomites, their half-brothers; and
now Herod, an Edomite, attempts to kill the Jewish king. Constant warfare is going on in the heavenly
places as the forces of God and the forces of evil are engaged in deadly battle (Eph. 6: 12). As Rachel,
who was so long barren, symbolically weeps for the children of Israel taken into exile, so she is now
once more weeping for the slaughtered children of Bethlehem (vv. 17-18). But notice v. 19, “But when
Herod was dead....” This verse is a turning point in the narrative signaling the end of man’s godless
reign and the beginning of the reign of the God-man, Jesus Christ.

To appreciate the significance of this verse, we would have to trace the political history of this godless
man, Herod the Great, as seen in contrast with the perfect son of God. The slaughter of the infants in
Bethlehem was by no means the first of his cruelties, but the grand finale of an entire life given over to
his selfish passions and blood-letting. Here was a man—a king no less—who had ordered the
assassination of his own wife (Miriamme) and sons for unproven treachery. Herod had ordered the
death of another son, Antipater, whose mother Doris he had divorced 30 years previously to take
Miriamme as his wife. Antipater had complained to his mother that his father was living so long that
he would be an old man before becoming king himself, a sentiment best left unspoken—five days
before his own death, Herod ordered the execution of Antipater. Knowing he was hated by the whole
Jewish nation and that the nation would be rejoicing in the streets on the day of his death, a few days
before he died he ordered the execution of all the principal Jewish men in Judea to ensure that the
nation would be mourning instead of celebrating. Providentially, this order died with him and was not
carried out. Josephus, a Jewish historian, described Herod as “a man of great barbarity toward all men
equally, and a slave to his passion” (Hendriksen, pp. 185-186; for an excellent survey of Herod’s rise
to power and his cruelties, see Hendriksen, Matthew, pp. 156-165). It is small wonder, then, that when
Herod is troubled about the magi’s report of the king of the Jews, all of Jerusalem is troubled with him
(v. 3). “One born king of the Jews could readily stir the old fanatical enthusiasm for independence”
(Everett F. Harrison, A Short Life of Christ, p. 53). Any report of a competitor to the throne would
most certainly end in a Jewish bloodbath, as subsequent events proved (v. 16).

What a contrast, then, is the Prince of Peace who inaugurates his kingdom, not by shedding the
blood of others, but by shedding his own blood for the salvation of others. In so doing he lays down
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the unalterable pattern of ministry and kingdom-building for His disciples who will not “take up the
sword”, reproducing the kingdoms of men (Matt. 26: 52), but will lay down their lives for others in
humble service and self-sacrifice (1 Jn. 3: 16). His ministry to children (Lk. 18: 15-16) is also set in
stark contrast to Herod’s infanticide.

When Herod dies, Joseph is told by an angel to take his family back to the land of Israel, but he is also
warned not to go to Judea since Herod’s son, the equally cruel Archelaus, is now reigning over Judea.
Unlike his father Herod the Great, Archelaus’ cruelty is not balanced by superior administrative skills
and diplomacy, skills he woefully lacked. He was eventually removed as tetrarch of Judea and exiled.
From 6 AD onward, the province of Judea was governed directly by a Roman procurator or governor,
the most well-known being Pontius Pilate. Herod Antipas and Philip (Herod’s two other sons) remain
as the tetrarchs of Galilee and Trachonitus and Ituraea respectively, both enjoying a long reign. Thus,
Joseph takes the family to Nazareth instead of Bethlehem.

VL. Jesus’ Childhood—Luke 2: 40-52

It is here that Luke picks up the story again in 2: 39 with the return to Nazareth. He speaks briefly
about the childhood of Jesus when he was twelve years old (v. 42). We know nothing more of His
childhood than this brief account in Luke. Verses 40-52 are bracketed by vv. 40 and 52, each of which
summarizes the childhood development of Jesus. Since Luke focuses on the true humanity of Christ—
John focuses on his deity—he emphasizes Jesus’ earthly development as truly human development.
Jesus in his true humanity learned the same way we do. He crawled before he walked, and he walked
before he could run. Verse 40 says that both his physical and spiritual development were a gradual
process. He “continued to grow and become strong, increasing in wisdom...” Jesus was one person
with two natures, God and man. As God, he could not increase in wisdom because he is all-knowing,
but Jesus in his true humanity could increase in wisdom. This is precisely what Jesus does, studying
the scriptures carefully to gain the wisdom his Father wanted for him. The mystery of the two distinct
natures of Christ is beyond our comprehension.

The wisdom he gains throughout his childhood included not only knowledge of the Bible but the
wisdom of nature and human nature. Harrison has noted that Nazareth was a small secluded town
which would have allowed Jesus to live a very unhurried childhood with ample opportunity to meditate
on the ordinary elements of life. Examination of his many illustrations and parables leads us to believe
that even as a child he was a keen observer of human nature and the natural world (the farmer sowing
seed; a widow who lost her coin; etc.) (Everett F. Harrison, A Short Life of Christ, p. 57).

We should notice that Jesus demonstrated his humility in the temple with the teachers of the law. He
is not lecturing them but skillfully answering their questions (v. 47). His subjection to his teachers and
his parents is the foreshadowing of his perfect submission to his heavenly Father. It is evident that by
this time he is humanly aware (he was always divinely aware) that he is the Christ and must be about
his Father’s business (v. 49). We may wonder why Mary and Joseph did not understand Jesus’
statement and still seemed perplexed about his humanity. Most likely this identity is somewhat hidden
from them throughout Jesus’ childhood years; otherwise, a normal childhood would have been
impossible for Jesus. The noteworthy thing about the silence of Scripture concerning these years is
that they support the simple fact that Jesus does nothing extraordinary—apart from perfect moral
obedience—during that period of time. He was an ordinary child to all observers (Harrison, pp. 63-
64). After he began his earthly ministry, his ordinary upbringing and occupation was an offense to
educated Jews who had never suspected he was anyone special (Mk. 6: 2-3; Matt. 13: 54-58).
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VI1. The Ministry of John the Baptist—Matthew 3: 1-12; Mark 1: 1-8; Luke 3: 1-20

The ministry of John the Baptist is foretold in Mal. 4: 5-6 and Isa. 40: 3 (cf. Matt. 3: 3; 11: 14; Lk. 1:
17). He was a rugged character. He wore a garment of camel’s hair and lived off the land eating
grasshoppers and honey from wild bees. His character was fitting for his unwelcome task of preaching
a baptism of repentance. In the Greek language repentance literally means a “change of mind” which
also leads to a change of activity or direction. You are living one way, but you experience a change of
mind which causes you to reverse course and live another way. This Biblical meaning of repentance
led John the Apostle to say dogmatically (forcefully), “If we say that we have fellowship with Him and
yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth” (1 Jn. 1: 6). This is also the reason that
John was not accepting insincere Pharisees and Sadducees for baptism, saying to them, “You brood of
vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” (Matt. 3: 7).

Several questions arise in connection with this passage. First, why were the Sadducees and Pharisees
coming to John for baptism? Second, we learn from the Luke passage that John called not only the
Sadducees and Pharisees a brood of vipers, but the multitudes (Lk. 3: 7). Is one of the gospel writers
mistaken in his reporting of this event? In answer to the first question, John was a very popular figure
who was recognized as a prophet by all the people (Matt. 3: 5; 14: 4-5 Mk. 1: 5). The religious leaders
could add to their credibility with the masses by receiving John’s baptism, but they would seriously
damage their reputation with the masses if they rejected John.

In answer to the second question, we must approach the Scriptures with humility presupposing
(assuming) that they are correct and consistent. If there is a question of consistency, we must attempt
to resolve it without questioning the inerrancy of the Bible. In this case, Matthew is emphasizing the
guilt and deception of the religious leaders of the Jews who opposed the ministry of Jesus later on.
They had no concern for repentance, only for power; and their understanding of obedience was external
only, not internal. Luke, on the other hand, indicates that what was true of the Pharisees and Sadducees
in particular was also true of the masses in general. Everyone, not just the Pharisees and Sadducees,
were deceptive snakes (a reference to the deception of Satan) needing repentance. This much is evident
in the instructions given to those who responded to John’s insistence on deeds which gave proof of
repentance—“What shall we do?”” (Lk. 3: 10-14). If a person is truly sincere in his repentance (change
of mind) then he will also have a change of heart leading to a change of action. Those who are careless
of the poor will begin to help them (v. 11); those who steal from others through fraud will begin to act
with integrity (v. 12); and those with the power of the sword will not use their power illegitimately and
will be content with their wages without using extortion (v. 14). To answer the question, then, both
Matthew and Luke report correctly, but they emphasize two different groups of people, the common
masses and the religious leaders.

Coming closer to home, 80% of Ugandans and 75 % of Americans claim to be Christian, but it does
not appear that the “gospel” many have heard is the true gospel requiring repentance, but rather, a cheap
substitute. The gospel is “good news” only to those who have had a change of mind about their sin. If
there is no change of mind about sin, then why would there be a need for a Savior from sin. Sin is the
“bad news” one must understand before he is ready to embrace the “good news”. People who do not
feel sick do not go to the doctor (Matt. 9: 12), and people who do not think they are sinners do not run
to a Savior. Jesus came to save sinners, not “righteous” people who “need no repentance” (Mk. 2: 17;
Lk. 15: 7). At the same time, he is called “Jesus” because he will save his people from their sins, not
in their sins. Salvation does not give us a ticket to heaven while we are traveling happily to hell. Itis
deliverance from the power of reigning sin.
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Something else about John’s message should be mentioned. His understanding of the ministry of the
Messiah was entirely in keeping with the prophetic proclamations of the OT. The Messiah would come
with power and judgment upon sinners (Mal. 3: 1-3). The Day of the Lord was considered a day of
salvation from the enemies of Israel, but the prophets made it plain that the day would be just as terrible
for unrepentant Israelites, a day which could not be endured (Joel 1: 15; 2: 11; Isa. 13: 6-7; Amos 5:
18). Thus, John described the Lord’s ministry as an axe that was already poised to chop down every
tree that did not bear fruit (Lk. 3: 9), as one who would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire and the
thresher who would gather his wheat into the barn but would burn the chaff with unquenchable fire
(Matt. 3: 11-12; LK. 3: 16-17). When Jesus’ ministry of healing and reconciliation did not exactly fit
this description, John later wondered whether Jesus was really the Messiah he was waiting for (Matt.
11: 3; see commentary below). On that occasion, Jesus assured him that there were other signs of the
Messiah’s coming, and that John could rest assured that He was indeed the one for whom John had
been waiting (11: 4-6).

John’s mistake was an honest one, for the prophecies concerning the Messiah did not distinguish
between his first coming and his second coming (cf. Isa. 9: 1-7 with Isa. 53). Before Jesus comes to
establish a kingdom which is universally recognized by all—sinner and saint alike—he must suffer and
die, a reality which even his own disciples did not understand until after his death (Matt. 16: 21-23).
This does not imply that John’s message was any different from Jesus’. Luke 3: 18 tells us, “So with
many other exhortations also he preached the gospel to the people.” Jesus also came into Galilee
exhorting the people, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in
the gospel” (Mk. 1: 15). This is the only message authorized by the Lord to be preached to the nations
(Lk. 24: 47).

John’s ministry was so powerful that people were wondering if even he might be the Christ (Lk. 3: 15).
He denied any such claim and said that he was not even fit to tie the sandals of the one coming after
him. He clearly understood his ministry as the forerunner of someone greater. When informed that
some of his disciples were following Jesus, he said, “He must increase, but I must decrease” (Jn. 3:
30), an attitude that all preachers should seek to cultivate.

VIII. The Year of Inauguration
A. The Baptism of Jesus—Matt. 3: 13-17; Mk. 1: 9-11; Lk. 3: 21-22

The signal privilege bestowed on John was the baptism of Jesus. John immediately recognized the
irony of the request. If this was the one whom John expected who would baptize with the Spirit and
with fire, then he needed baptism from Jesus and not the other way around. Christ impressed upon him
the need to “fulfill all righteousness” by being baptized by John. In this way, Jesus continued his
incarnate ministry, fully identifying with those whom he came to save. We should not imagine that
Jesus made a big show of his baptism, as if everyone else was made to sit down and observe while John
baptized him. Rather, the text in Luke says, “Now when all the people were baptized, Jesus was also
baptized....” Perhaps he was simply standing in line behind the next person when, to John’s amazement,
he saw Jesus as the next person. As God in the flesh he had stooped low, taking on the likeness of
human flesh in order to lift fallen humanity up to God. He stood in line with us, participating sinlessly
with our humanity, so that we in union with Christ could participate with Him in his fellowship with
God. Christ saved the world by being a servant, not by being served.
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After being baptized, God the Father reinforced John’s conviction that Jesus needed no baptism of
repentance. The Spirit of God came upon Jesus in the “bodily form of a dove” (that is, a visible dove).
The dove has theological connection to the dove in Gen. 8 in which God gives mankind a new
beginning after the flood. God is also giving man a new beginning of peace with God through Christ
(Rom. 5: 1). The judgment of the flood proves to be ineffective in changing man’s behavior (Gen. 11
comes shortly after Gen. 9), and something even more cataclysmic must take place to accomplish this
transformation, namely, the death of the God-man.

A voice came from heaven saying, “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased.” Jesus is the
spotless Son of God who is sinless and perfect. From the time of his birth up until his baptism,
everything Jesus had done was well-pleasing to the Father. He had not sinned in deed or thought; even
every motive of his heart had been pleasing to his Father. A single infraction of the law would have
rendered Jesus unfit for sacrifice (Ex. 29: 1); thus, we are saved by his active obedience to the law as
much as his passive obedience on the cross (cf. Dt. 30: 19-20; Lk. 18: 18-22; Matt. 19: 16-17). Jesus
remained faithful to the Mosaic Covenant of law and thus earned life and salvation for sinners who
failed to keep the law. As the perfect Adam, Jesus charts the way to the garden-city, the New Jerusalem
(Rev. 21-22), and to a new humanity pleasing to the Father and fit for occupying the new heavens and
earth for God’s glory.

If there had been any doubt in John’s mind about whether this was the Son of God for whom he was
“preparing the way in the desert”—the desert of men’s hearts—this event cleared away any doubt, at
least for now (cf. Matt. 11: 2-3). According to John’s own testimony, he had been notified ahead of
time that if he saw the Spirit resting on someone, this would be verification of his identity as the Son
of God and the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world (Jn. 1: 29-34). Herein lies the answer
to the riddle of Jesus being anointed by the Spirit at His baptism. Even as John the Baptist was filled
with the Holy Spirit in his mother’s womb, the same must be said also of Jesus at conception. Therefore,
we cannot properly say that Jesus was first indwelled by the Spirit at his baptism. Rather, his baptism
by the Spirit was confirmation to John the Baptist that Jesus was the one who would baptize with the
Holy Spirit (cf. Matt. 3: 11).

It is not without significance that “immediately” after his baptism (Mk. 1: 12), the Spirit leads
(“impelled”; MK. 1: 12) Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted, after which he begins his earthly
ministry in the power of the Spirit (Matt. 12: 28). Harrison has noted the same pattern in Acts in which
the Spirit descends upon the disciples and they are then empowered for ministry (A Short Life of Christ,
p. 76). Therefore, in the life of Jesus the necessity of the Spirit’s work to fulfill his ministry is the
model for his disciples, and this necessity is given full expression in the Synoptics all of which report
his baptism by the Spirit. This should not be surprising in light of the OT expectation of the coming
of the Spirit (Ezek. 36: 26-27; Joel 2: 28), and the utter failure of the Israelite nation to fulfill their
purpose apart from the fuller bestowing of the Spirit after the atonement, resurrection, and ascension
of Christ to the Father (cf. Jn. 16: 7). The Jewish expectation was that the Messiah would come and
that the Spirit would be given as “recompense” (reward) to the covenant faithfulness of the nation. The
Pharisees were intent on keeping the law so that God’s kingdom would come. But Vos has observed
that “the new sequence is...

...first the Messiah will appear, as a gift of divine grace, and through Him Israel will be enabled to yield the
proper obedience. The effect of this is twofold: by shifting the law from the beginning of the process to the
end the Jewish self-righteousness is eliminated; by vindicating for the law its permanent place at the end,
the ethical import of the salvation is emphasized (Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology, p. 330).
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“For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did: sending his own Son in the
likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for sin, He condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the
requirement of the Law might be fulfilled in us, who do not walk according to the flesh, but according
to the Spirit” (Rom. 8: 3-4). Though saved by grace, the Christian cannot ignore the demands of God’s
law, and he now has the inward disposition to love the law and keep it (Ps. 119: 97).

The next thing we hear of “the Baptist” is that he is taken into custody by Herod Antipas (Matt. 4: 12).
The reason for his imprisonment is given briefly in Lk. 3: 19 and in detail in Matt. 14: 1-12. He was
fearless in his preaching even before cruel rulers like Herod Antipas, son of Herod the Great, who had
taken Herodias, the wife of his half-brother Philip. John exposed this sin in Herod’s presence, and for
his efforts to bring Antipas to repentance he was imprisoned and later executed. In rebuking Antipas
he foreshadowed the words of Jesus to his disciples, “And do not fear those who kill the body, but are
unable to Kill the soul; but rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell” (Matt. 10:
28). As a prophet before kings, John mirrored the ministry of many of the OT prophets who stood
before kings—Nathan before King David, Elijah and Micaiah before King Ahab, Amos before
Jeroboam II, Isaiah before Hezekiah, et al. Kings were never meant to become a law unto themselves,
but were meant to humbly submit to the law of God.

B. The Temptation of Jesus—Matthew 4: 1-11; Mark 1: 12-13; Luke 4: 1-13

Having fasted for 40 days and 40 nights, Jesus had reached the point of starvation, and he was obviously
in a very weakened physical state not ideal for the temptations ahead of him. Yet his weakness was
necessary to revisit the weakness of the Israelites as they faced starvation and temptation in the
wilderness for forty years. It is noteworthy that Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness for the
purpose of being tempted. God takes the initiative in putting Jesus in a position suitable for testing.
Temptation and testing go hand in hand, for what Satan uses for temptation, God uses for testing (James
1: 2-3, 3). The similarities between the testing of the Israelites in the wilderness and the testing of
Christ are clearly intended (Vos, p. 362). Christ was not only the new Adam who succeeded where
Adam failed, but the new Israel who succeeded where Israel failed. He is therefore, qualified to lead
the nation out of bondage into a new exodus of freedom.

1. The First Temptation

In answer to the first temptation Jesus quotes from Deut. 8: 3, “And He humbled you and let you be
hungry, and fed you with manna which you did not know, nor did your fathers know, that He might
make you understand that man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by everything that proceeds
out of the mouth of the Lord.” Take note of the fact that God humbled the Israelites and allowed them
to go hungry, then fed them manna which they did not produce themselves and could not have been
produced through natural means. The manna was a supernatural act of God in sustaining his people,
illustrating the fact that we are dependent upon God for everything in life, physically and spiritually.
Jesus indicates that we must not distinguish between the absolute necessity of physical food and that
of spiritual food. He did not say that food was not necessary, but that bread alone would not sustain
man.

The Israelites had made the fatal mistake of thinking that physical needs were the priority; but their
history proves that they were destroyed by lack of knowledge and the famine of God’s word (Hos. 4:
6; Amos 8: 11). Jesus was not going to make this mistake. He knew that the Spirit had brought him
into the wilderness to be tempted through hunger, and he was not going to circumvent (go around) the
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test by taking matters into his own hands, putting the priority on material needs rather than the spiritual
need of trusting God implicitly and completely. He was also keenly aware that he had been born under
the Law and was obliged to humble himself in subordinate obedience to the father. To turn the stones
into bread without the express will of the Father would be an act of independent sovereignty
(Chamblin, Matthew, p. 275; cf. Geerhardus Vos, p. 363). God would supply Jesus’ need in his own
good time and in his own way, but in the meantime, starvation would accomplish the purpose God
intended. Quite often, we plead for deliverance from physical needs before we learn the spiritual
lessons that these needs are designed to teach us.

Jesus was tempted in every way we are yet without sin (Heb. 4: 15). One of the most fundamental
temptations is to put physical need ahead of the spiritual. When our stomachs are satisfied, we tend to
be complacent, even when our relationship to God is suffering. David said in Ps. 42: 1, “As the deer
pants for the water brooks, so my soul pants for Thee, O God.” Every believer should know something
of the pangs of thirst David was talking about. Material things alone do not satisfy the human soul
though they may serve to distract us, for a time, away from our spiritual pain. The US is the richest
nation on earth yet it also has the highest rate of suicide in the world. “Man shall not live on bread
alone, but on every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God” (v. 4). “Blessed are those who hunger
and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. (Matthew 5:6). Satisfaction will elude everyone
else. There is a yearning in the human heart which craves something more substantial than bread or
money. Sadly, sinful man does not take the Bible seriously enough to believe that these material things
are inadequate, and he does not know where to go for satisfaction when these things inevitably fail
him. While some are living in material abundance, they are starving spiritually without knowing where
to go for spiritual bread. The Lord’s Supper teaches us in a very tangible way that Jesus is the bread of
life, and if we eat this bread—Dby assimilating Jesus into our lives by faith—we will not go spiritually
hungry, but will be satisfied. Physical suffering, even the suffering of temptation, can be a means of
spiritual blessing; and blessing is always God’s purpose for suffering in the lives of believers (James
1: 2-4; Rom. 8: 28-30; Heb. 12: 2).

2. The Second Temptation

The pinnacle of the temple was the highest point of the temple some 450 feet above the Kidron Valley,
and since the temple was a public place, Satan was tempting Jesus into a public display of his power
(Chamblin, p. 278). Satan uses scripture out of context to assure Jesus that God will rescue him from
all danger. Using Scripture in context, Jesus counters by comparing this temptation to the one
encountered by Israel at Massah (Deut. 6: 16; Ex. 17: 1-7). On that occasion, the lIsraelites had
grumbled to Moses that he had brought them out of Egypt to kill them with thirst, a foolish accusation
given the miraculous deliverance from Egypt. Further, it was not at its foundation an accusation against
Moses but against God himself. The testing on that occasion was an effort to force God into action to
prove that he could be trusted—“How do we know that we can trust God for our needs? We are now
thirsty, so let him prove he loves us by giving us water to drink!” It was an effort to manipulate God
into performing in accordance with their desires—the autonomous will of man forcing God to conform
His will to man’s will. God then becomes the servant to the man rather than the man becoming servant
to God. But Jesus already knew that his Father was completely reliable and trustworthy, and he did
not need to arrange a test case to prove it. He knew his Father intimately (Chamblin, unpublished notes
on Matthew; p. 29).

The context in Exodus 17 is completely different from the one in Malachi 3: 10 in which the Lord
invites his people to test him. In that context, the testing was based on the foundation of positive trust
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that God would do exactly as he had promised to do—to pour out a blessing until it overflows. We are
invited on that basis to put God to the test in accomplishing his express promises to us given in his
word; we are not invited to devise our own tests to ensure that God performs in a specific way to meet
our needs. In other words, we cannot dictate the terms of our deliverance. In Exodus 17, the testing
was not invited, but sprang from the root of distrust in the express promises of God to deliver his
people. He had already demonstrated his willingness to save Israel on many occasions—the plagues
which destroyed Egypt; the deliverance through the Red sea, etc. How much evidence did Israel need
to convince them that God would protect them and provide for them regardless of their circumstances?

Jumping from the temple to prove God’s providential protection would not differ from the unbelief of
the Israelites at Massah. It might be considered by many as a grandiose (impressive) display of Jesus’
faith in God’s preservation on one specific occasion, but it would fail to exhibit the prolonged and
steady trust of His Father that Jesus enjoyed on a daily basis.

And yet, while a momentary abandon to faith, the venture would have been inspired by shrinking from a
protracted life of faith. In the sequel our Lord would have been led on in His ministry not by an ever-
renewed forth-putting of the same act of trust, that God would preserve Him, but by the remembrance of
this one supreme experiment, which rendered further trust superfluous [unnecessary]. It would have
involved an impious experimenting with the dependability of God. Afterwards His sense of safety would
have depended not on the promise of God, but on the demonstration solicited by Himself (Biblical Theology,
Old and New Testaments, p. 363).

Once again, we see ourselves in this temptation experience, for we often wish to dictate how God must
demonstrate his trustworthiness. Can we trust him? Let him prove himself by delivering us from a
specific trial, or by sending rain, or providing school fees for our children. If God yielded to such
“tests”, we would be constantly forcing him to conform to our standards of protection, making him our
servant. Graciously, God will not yield to our whims but will sovereignly place us in “the valley of the
shadow of death” giving us an opportunity to believe that somehow, according to his inscrutable
wisdom, he will make a “table for us in the presence of our enemies”.

3. The Third Temptation

The third temptation most specifically encourages Jesus to bypass the sufferings of the cross and
assume his kingdom in another way—by means of a “short cut” (Chamblin, unpublished class syllabus
on Matthew, p. 29). We may ask whether Satan’s offer was real given the fact that God owns this
world rather than Satan. But in his sovereign purpose, God has handed over power and authority to
Satan which Satan exerts over the kingdoms of this world to do his bidding (2 Cor. 4: 4; Jn. 12: 31, 14:
30; 16: 11). If Satan’s offer had been imaginary, it would have not served his purpose of being a real
temptation (Chamblin, Matthew, p. 282). This is what constituted the real temptation for Christ—a
means of bypassing the cross, its suffering and separation from the Father. Yet, to worship Satan would
itself constitute separation from the Father which was eternal rather than temporary. While the
Israelites imagined it possible to serve not only Yahweh but many other deities, Jesus recognizes that
worship belongs exclusively to God alone, for he alone is the true God. There can be no divided
loyalties, as the first commandment makes clear. We cannot worship Satan and God; we cannot
worship Christ and the departed spirits of ancestors; and we cannot worship ourselves and God.

In this temptation we have the analogy of Satan’s continual offer to men to have their own kingdom of
mammon and power without the constraints of God’s sovereignty and law. By coming in submission
to His Father, Jesus sought God’s kingdom ahead of his own, a vice-regency in which men ruled on
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earth under a greater sovereign. He was the new and successful Adam. The old Adam, by contrast,
abandoned his role as vice-regent and sought sovereignty independently of God but in submission to
Satan’s promise, “You will be as God”. By yielding to Satan’s lie, Adam fell from his proper place as
vice-regent under God and entered into his imaginary kingdom of self-rule which ended in failure.
Rather than self-actualization (“you will be as God”), it resulted in ruin, death, and subjection to Satan’s
power. Despite the failure of Adam’s experiment, the descendants of Adam have attempted to build
their own kingdoms independent of God and his rule while oblivious of their subjugation to Satan. The
Tower of Babel in Genesis 11 is a supreme example of man’s ambition to “make a name for himself”
and to “reach into heaven” in defiance of God.

Ironically, Jesus achieved through submission to the Father what Satan had promised through
submission to himself—authority in heaven and on earth (Matt. 28: 18). The kingdoms of the world
are being shattered and will give way to God’s kingdom on earth as it is in heaven (Dan. 2; Rev. 11:
15). Moreover, Christ sends his disciples throughout the earth bringing others in submission to his
kingdom and his word.

C. Jesus’ Early Ministry according to John—John 1: 19—A4: 42

It is possible that John could have continued his ministry for another year from the baptism of Jesus
before his imprisonment. This year can be traced from John 2: 13, the first Passover in Jesus’ ministry,
and John 5: 1, the second Passover of Jesus’ ministry (Hendriksen, p. 239, footnote). Hendriksen
believes that the events of John 1: 19—4: 42 occur during the year after Jesus’ baptism and temptation
in the wilderness. Thus, Jesus’ return to Galilee (Matt. 4: 12) is the same as that of Jn. 4: 3 and 4: 43.
John’s last testimony concerning Jesus occurs in Jn. 3: 22-36 which is just before he is thrown into
prison (Jn. 3: 24) and, therefore, before the events of Matt. 4: 12. In this testimony it is clear that Jesus
was already having a significant ministry in Judea (Jn. 2: 23) to the extent that he was baptizing many
people, more than John (though from Jn. 4: 2 it is evident that his disciples were actually doing the
baptizing).

This portion of John enables us to determine what Jesus was doing between his baptism and temptation
until he began his extended Galilean ministry. “He withdrew into Galilee” from Judea (Jn. 2: 13; Matt.
4: 12b) where he cleansed the temple for the first time. He cleansed it again during his final trip to
Jerusalem (Matt. 21: 12). During this year he also met Andrew and Simon Peter from the city of
Bethsaida in Galilee (Jn. 1: 44) on the northeastern shore of the Sea of Galilee where the Jordan River
enters the sea. Andrew and Peter were fishermen, as were James and John, sons of Zebedee who were
also partners with Peter and Andrew (LK. 5: 10). Philip, whom Jesus met the next day along with
Nathanael, was also from Bethsaida (1: 44). Nathanael (also called Bartholomew; Matt. 10: 3) was
from Cana (Jn. 21: 2). Another disciple is mentioned in John. 1: 35, 40 who met Jesus on the same day
as Andrew and Peter. Out of modesty, he is unnamed, for he is the author of John’s gospel, the disciple
whom Jesus loved (Jn. 20: 2).

Thus far, we have met five of Jesus’ disciples (Andrew, Peter, John, Philip and Nathanael) during the
first year of his ministry, the year of obscurity when he was not well known. All five of these men
were Galileans, not Judeans, from the portion of Palestine despised by many Judeans because of the
mixed population of Jews and Gentiles and because of the syncretistic tendency of the Galileans to mix
the worship of Yahweh with idol worship.
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Jesus also performed his first recorded miracle in Cana of Galilee (2: 1-11), converting 120 gallons of
water into 120 gallons (480 liters) of wine (2: 6). After this miracle he went down to Capernaum (2:
12) where he stayed a few days without doing any miracles. He then made his way to Jerusalem where
he cleansed the temple. While in Jerusalem he performed miraculous signs which caused many to
believe in him (2: 23), but apparently they believed only in a very superficial way (2: 24-25). He also
met Nicodemus on this occasion and talked with him about the new birth (3: 1-21).

John’s last testimony concerning Christ is found in 3: 22-36 (see above). This testimony takes place
after John baptizes Jesus in the Jordan and before John is imprisoned (3: 24, 26). The words of v. 26,
“He who was with you beyond the Jordan, to whom you have born witness” refer to the baptism of
Jesus and the descent of the Spirit upon Jesus which John recounted in Jn. 1: 31-32. Shortly after this
testimony John is imprisoned by Herod and later beheaded.

From Jn. 4: 3 we learn that Jesus departs “again” into Galilee. Remember he had lived in Nazareth of
Galilee for thirty years (Lk. 2: 39; 3: 23) before settling down in Capernaum, where he kept his base
of ministry (Matt. 4: 13). He had also visited Bethsaida, where he first met five of his disciples, and
Cana where he turned the water into wine. These two cities are in Galilee.

He leaves Judea heading for Galilee (4: 3), but he must travel through Samaria on his way to Galilee
(4: 4). Atthis point he has a conversation with the adulterous woman of Samaria (4: 7-42), a very large
portion of Scripture which points to Jesus’ universal ministry including the despised Samaritan half-
breeds—part Jew and part Gentile. The conversation also highlights the importance of women in Jesus’
ministry. Women were socially marginalized (considered unimportant) even among the Jews; yet, on
the basis of this woman’s testimony about Jesus, many Samaritans in the city of Sychar believed. A
woman who had been married five times and was now living unmarried with a sixth man, becomes
Jesus’ chief evangelist in Samaria. (The honesty of the gospels is one of their main proofs of
authenticity.) Throwing cultural norms to the wind, Jesus wills to make himself known among the
gentiles, Samaritans, and women. The Jews had nothing to do with the Samaritans, and if Jesus had
wished to be popular with the Jews he would never have approached her. But further, although it was
customary for women to draw water for men, it was not customary for men to have conversations with
women in public (Jn. 4: 27, “amazed”). Another specific interest of John is his portrayal of Jesus
interacting with individuals rather than large crowds. He was not simply a public speaker, but a
personal evangelist as well. This was the “food” that invigorated him (Jn. 4: 34).

For the most part Jesus was not well-received in Judea, for “a prophet has no honor in his own country”
(4: 44). By “his own country” Jesus was speaking primarily of Jerusalem as the center of the religious
life of Judaism (Robert H. Gundry, A Survey of the New Testament, p. 133). When he came into Galilee
he was received by those who had seen him perform miracles in Jerusalem at the feast (v. 45, cf. 2: 23),
most of whom were probably only superficial “believers” to whom Jesus was not entrusting himself
(2: 45). We cannot always interpret NT words like “believed” or “received” as genuine belief (cf. Acts
8: 13-24).

IX. The Year of Popularity—The Early Galilean Ministry
A. Beginning of the Galilean Ministry—Matt.4: 12-25; MKk. 1: 14-15; Lk. 4: 14-15; Jn. 4: 43-54

It is difficult to piece together the narratives of the Synoptics into a coherent harmony. This is because
each author had his own specific purpose dictating what he would include and what he would leave
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out. Furthermore, the writers were not constrained to report the events in strictly chronological order.
To get a fuller picture we must also use John’s account.

It appears that after leaving Judea, Jesus came back to Cana where he heals a nobleman’s son at a
distance. The son was sick in Capernaum (Jn. 4: 46-54). John tells us that this was the second sign
Jesus had performed in Galilee (v. 54). He had already performed signs in Jerusalem at the feast of
Passover between the two miracles in Cana.

After healing the nobleman’s son, Jesus establishes his base for ministry in Capernaum, thus fulfilling
prophecy (Matt. 4: 14-17). The area mentioned, Zebulun and Naphtali, was “Galilee of the Gentiles”
because of its large population of pagans. It was the northern part of Palestine and, therefore, had been
subjected to all the invading armies which devastated Israel and Judah (Syria, Assyria, and also
Babylon which, although east of Israel, invaded from the north). They had also been the first areas of
Israel to be heavily populated by Gentiles relocated by the Assyrians from other nations (cf. Ezra 4: 2).
Thus, the region where Jesus chooses to conduct most of his earthly ministry is a region mixed with
Gentiles and Jews, a foreshadowing of the gospel being given to the Gentiles, a “nation” separated
from Israel which will produce the fruit of the kingdom (Matt. 21: 43; 8: 10-12).

This appears contradictory to his instructions to the twelve apostles later on not to go to the Gentiles or
the half-breed Samaritans (Matt. 10: 5-6), but he gave this restriction temporarily to emphasize the
unique privileges which Israel had always enjoyed as the nation chosen by God. He certainly did not
exclude the Gentiles during his ministry (Matt. 8: 28-34—the demoniac) or the Samaritans (Jn. 4—the
Samaritan woman). At the same time, the primary focus of the gospel to “the Jew first and also to the
Greek” (Rom. 1: 16) is generally observed during his ministry. Matthew alone records 4: 14-17 as an
evangelistic tool to reach his primarily Jewish audience (Hendriksen, Matthew, p. 456).

We notice from v. 17 that the content of Jesus’ preaching is essentially the same as that of John the
Baptist. The only difference is that John had carried out his ministry primarily in Judea and not in
Galilee (Hendriksen, p.244). After coming to Capernaum, Jesus calls his first disciples which is
followed by the incident of the demoniac in the synagogue.

B. The Calling of the First Disciples—Matt. 4: 18-22; Mk. 1: 16-20; Lk. 5: 1-11(?)

Jesus has already been introduced to five of his disciples—Andrew, John, Peter, Philip and Nathanael
(Jn. 1: 35-51), but these disciples return to their previous occupations. Neither Matthew nor Mark
reports the event of Luke 5: 1-11 in which they catch two boat-loads of fish. It is clear from the
language that Matthew and Mark relate the same event (cf. Matt. 4. 18 and Mk. 1: 16 where both
passages speak of “walking by the sea” and “casting nets”’) while Luke reports an event which occurs
later.

We may ask why these four disciples responded immediately to Jesus’ call. The reason is that this is
not the first call; moreover, they were disciples of John the Baptist who familiarized them with Jesus’
ministry. If Luke 5: 1-11 is a separate event (Hendriksen argues persuasively that it is—Matthew, pp.
245-246), then the disciples continue fishing from time to time after their calling in Matthew 4 until
they leave this occupation permanently in Luke 5.

Later on Matthew (Levi) is called by Jesus to join Peter, Andrew, James, and John who apparently are
present when Jesus dines with Matthew in his home (LK. 5: 27-30; Matt. 9: 9-13). Notice from the text
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that the Pharisees and scribes are complaining that “his disciples” eat and drink with “tax-gatherers and
sinners”, a reference to Matthew and his friends. If Jesus was concerned about being popular with the
Pharisees, he does not show this concern by choosing Matthew, a hated tax-collector. The other eight
apostles are chosen from a larger group of disciples after Jesus spends a whole night in prayer on the
mountain. The text says that “He called his disciples to him and chose twelve of them, whom he named
as apostles” (Lk. 6:12-13). Thus, the apostles were men who were selected out of a larger group of
disciples, but this does not imply that Jesus had delayed his final evaluation until the calling of the
twelve. It is significant that Jesus spends the whole night in prayer before making his selection. In his
humanity and subordinate position to the Father, he was dependent upon guidance from the Father in
making his selection.

The number twelve is not accidental but symbolically represents the twelve tribes of Israel. Christ
came to inaugurate a new covenant and to establish a new beginning with his church, the “new Israel”
including both Jews and Gentiles. He did not sever (cut) connections with the past. When he told his
disciples that the gates of hell would not prevail against his church (Matt. 16: 18, ekklesia—
“assembly”), they must have associated the word with the “congregation” of Israel (Acts 7: 38—
ekklesia). When Jesus promised the success of his church, the NT church was not in existence, but
must have been understood by the disciples as the continuation of the elect people of God.

Of the first four disciples whom Jesus calls, three of them—Peter, James and John—become part of
his inner circle (Lk. 9: 28; MKk. 14: 33; Matt. 17: 1). Jesus develops a close relationship particularly
with John, a relationship which John acknowledges in his gospel in a very modest way without actually
giving his name (Jn. 13: 23; 19: 26; 20: 2; 21: 7, 20). As Jesus was hanging on the cross, he entrusted
the care of his mother, Mary, to John instead of any of his brothers—James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas
(or Jude—cf. Matt. 13: 55-56; Jude 1; Gal. 1: 19), who had not as yet come to trust him as their Savior
(In. 19: 26; cf. Matt. 12: 47-50; Jn. 7: 3-5). James and Jude later came to the faith and wrote the two
NT books bearing their names. James eventually emerged as the leader in the Jerusalem church along
with Peter (Acts 15). Nothing is ever said in the Scriptures about the faith of the other two brothers or
sisters. Jesus himself contradicted the proverb, “blood is thicker than water” (i.e. blood relationships
are more important than those based on faith—cf. Matt. 12: 48-50). Relationships based on genuine
faith in Christ are more fundamental and closer than those based merely on genetics, and he warned
everyone that he had not come to bring “peace on earth” but would cause deep divisions within family
relationships (Matt. 10: 34-36).

The professing Hutus who participated in the 1994 genocide against the Tutsis in Rwanda proved on
two accounts that they had no understanding whatever of the Christian faith. They not only committed
murder against their fellow man but they murdered those who professed the Christian faith common to
Hutu and Tutsi. Their tribal loyalties were more important to them than Christ who will disown them
before his Father in heaven if they do not repent (Matt. 10: 32-37). On the other hand, how wonderful
it is to have family members who are also genuine Christians—a double blessing! Peter and Andrew
were biological brothers as well as brothers in Christ, as were James and John, the sons of Zebedee.

From Matthew 10: 2-4 we learn the names of the other eight disciples: Philip and Bartholomew (also
called Nathanael), Thomas and Matthew (also called Levi), James and Thaddeus (also called Judas),
Simon the Zealot, and Judas Iscariot. The twelve names are also recorded in Mk. 3: 16-19; Lk. 6: 14-
16; and Acts 1: 13, 26. They appear to be in groups of four (Hendriksen, Matthew, pp. 450-451).
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Jesus’ choice of disciples is a distinguishing feature of his ministry. Peter, Andrew, James and John
were fishermen, not teachers and doctors of the Law. Those in Palestine who were teachers and experts
in the Scriptures opposed Jesus, with few exceptions. One can only imagine the archbishop of the
Church of Uganda, or a distinguished preacher in a Presbyterian church in Kenya, going to the beaches
of Lake Victoria and choosing simple uneducated fishermen as his disciples. Or perhaps he would
choose carpenters or bricklayers in Mbarara. People would think this a very strange and foolish choice
of disciples not calculated to win any influence with local and national leaders.

However, most people do not understand how the Lord accomplishes his purposes. For his disciples
he was primarily looking for faith and commitment—Judas Iscariot excluded—and not superior
education, intelligence or reputation. This does not imply that education is not important. After all, 1
am writing this as a teacher. However, education or intelligence is not the deciding factor for a person’s
fitness for ministry. Education is necessary, but it doesn’t have to be a formal education from a Bible
institute or seminary. A humble disciple immersing himself in Bible study with dependence upon the
Holy Spirit can possibly excel the most educated theologian—and will excel him if the theologian does
not really believe what he reads. A certain degree of intelligence is also necessary to teach others, but
Jesus obviously didn’t require the best minds.

Neither does exceptional intelligence and education disqualify a person. Arguably the greatest apostle
of them all was the Apostle Paul—chosen by Christ on the road to Damascus and “untimely born” (1
Cor. 15: 8), who was a student of the renowned Gamaliel (Acts 5: 34; 22: 3) and the most important
theologian of the NT, writing almost one-third of it. He himself said of believers that there were “not
many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble” (1 Cor. 1: 26), but he did not say
that there were not any in this category.

Matthew was a tax-collector who worked for the Roman government collecting taxes hated by all the
Jews. Ironically, Simon the Zealot was part of the political movement who wished to overthrow the
Roman government by any means necessary, including violence and conspiracy. The zealots refused
to pay taxes to Caesar on the grounds that this violated their religion. Only if they exercised complete
autonomy (independence) with respect to the Roman government would God inaugurate the Messianic
age (J. H. Bratt, The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, pp. 1036-1037). Thus, among the
disciples there were two people, Matthew and Simon the Zealot, on philosophically opposing sides of
the question of how the Jew should relate to the Roman government. Yet, the person of Christ and his
teaching imposed themselves so forcefully upon these disciples that they could abandon their
differences in favor of the unifying truth of the gospel.

Added to their number were the two brothers, James and John—*“Sons of Thunder” (Mk. 3: 17)—who
didn’t understand that Jesus had not yet come for judgment but for salvation (Lk. 9: 51-56). Nor did
they understand that his kingdom had nothing to do with celebrating elitists (“big men”) who would sit
on his right hand and left hand; but rather, the kingdom meant giving up one’s life in self-service (MK.
10: 35-38). Then there is the impetuous (impulsive) Peter who often spoke without thinking (Matt. 17:
4), acted without considering the consequences (Jn. 18: 10), or made promises he didn’t have the
courage to keep (Jn. 13: 37; Mk. 14: 29). Philip and Andrew, for their part, did not comprehend that if
Jesus could turn water into wine then he could also feed 5000 people with a little bit of food (Jn. 6: 5-
9).

Forgetting the thief and traitor, Judas Iscariot, none of the eleven disciples would have been voted
“Man of the Year” in the Palestinian Times magazine. A.M. Fairbairn’s assessment is accurate, “The
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marvel is not that fishermen of Galilee conquered the world, but that Jesus of Nazareth made them its
conquerors. The wonder lies in the making of the men, not in their doings” (Studies in the Life of
Christ, quoted in Harrison, p. 137). By all accounts they were quite ordinary men with multiple faults
and weaknesses. But what else is new? They are ancient reflections of Jesus’ present disciples, the
church—weak, impulsive, sometimes over-confident, at other times fearful and timid, possessing
average intelligence and education and often less than average, lightly sprinkled with a few Paul’s who
have enormous intelligence and excellent training given to the church to teach the teachers. God brings
more glory to himself by building his kingdom with those who are not exceptional. A very fleeting
glance at the book of Acts proves that big people are not needed, only a big God who transforms little
people into something they would never be without him.

Chamblin has noted from Matthew 4 that the disciples “do not volunteer their services; he calls them”
(Matthew, p. 31, unpublished class notes, emphasis his). The call to discipleship, therefore, is the
sovereign call of God to those who would not otherwise come. This was a distinct departure from the
common Jewish practice of the pupil seeking out the rabbi (Harrison, pp. 136-137). Furthermore,
following Jesus was more fundamentally related to their commitment to Jesus as a person rather than
commitment to his teaching which comes later (Chamblin, p. 31). The witness of their former teacher,
John the Baptist, and the weight of Jesus’ person are the two factors which first attracted the disciples
to him.

Calling them to be “fishers of men” is indicative of Jesus’ ability to contextualize his message and
speak the language everyone could understand. To be caught like fish appears to have a negative
meaning, but it becomes clear that the net of the gospel is being thrown into the sea of men to rescue
them from the depths of sin and darkness. They are being caught in darkness in order to set them free
into the light. The decisiveness of the disciples in leaving their nets and following Christ is indicated
in the verb used (aphiemi; v. 20), which is expressive “not merely of departure [from their nets] but
abandonment” and the aorist tense of both verbs indicating definitive action. Two actions are indicated,
both positive (“following”) and negative (‘“leaving”’) (Chamblin, unpublished, p. 31; emphasis his). As
disciples of Christ, we do not have the liberty of clinging to the old life while embracing the new.
There will be some things we will be able to keep legitimately, but others we may have to leave for the
sake of Christ: jobs, hobbies, entertainments, possessions, even family members whether physically or
psychologically (Matt. 19: 27-29—where the verb aphiemi is also used in the aorist tense).

C. Miracles in Capernaum: The Healing of the Demoniac in the Synagogue, Peter’s Mother-in-
Law, and Other Sick and Demon-Possessed— Matt. 4: 23-25; 8: 14-17; Mk. 1: 21-39; Lk. 4: 31-44

The Luke passage appears to have a close connection with the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law (LK. 4:
38). (Peter, acclaimed the first “Pope” of the Roman Catholic Church, was married). Notice the text
in v. 38, “And he arose and left the synagogue, and entered Simon’s home.” Further, the context of
Mk. 1: 28-34 does not make sense without its connection with the calling of the disciples earlier, for v.
21 says, “And they went into Capernaum.” The pronoun “they” must have the disciples of vv. 16-20
as its antecedent (the noun to which the pronoun refers). The incident of the demon-possessed man
occurs in connection with Jesus entering the synagogue in Capernaum both in Mark and Luke. An
examination of the Mark and Luke passages will reveal their similarity, especially the healing of Peter’s
mother-in-law (compare MKk. 1: 27-28 with Lk. 4: 36-37; Mk. 1: 29 with Lk. 4: 38; Mk. 1: 32 with Lk.
4: 40). Notice in both Mark and Luke that they leave the synagogue before coming into the home of
Peter’s mother-in-law. While a strict chronology seems to be preserved in Mark and Luke between the
events in the Capernaum synagogue and visiting the mother-in-law, there seems to be no close
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chronological connection between the healing of the centurion’s son and the healing of Peter’s mother-
in-law (Matt. 8: 5-17).

It is very likely that the events of Matt. 4. 23-25 are the events reported in Mk. 1: 28 and Lk. 4: 37.
Matthew reports in that passage that Jesus is “going about in all Galilee” doing several things: teaching
in their synagogues, preaching, healing all diseases, and delivering demon-possessed people. For
further confirmation of this chronology, see Hendriksen, Matthew, (p. 387) who maintains that healing
of the leper (Matt. 8: 2-4), the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law (8: 14-17), and the healing of the
paralytic (9: 2-13) all occur chronologically before the Sermon on the Mount while the healing of the
centurion (8: 5-13), the test of discipleship and the calming of the sea (8: 18-27), and the healing of the
Gadarene demoniac (8: 28-9: 1) occur after the Sermon on the Mount.

1. Healing the Demoniac—Mk. 1: 21-29a; Lk. 4: 31-37

We will, therefore, pick up the story with the healing of the demoniac in the synagogue in Capernaum
just after the calling of the first disciples. Jesus’ victory over demonic spirits was an important part of
his earthly ministry (cf. Matt. 9:33; Matt. 17:18; MKk. 7:26; Lk. 4:33; Lk. 8:29; Lk. 9:42; Lk. 11:14).
He came in order to destroy the works of the devil (1 Jn. 3: 8) which included liberating those who
had in a peculiar, devastating way, come under his power. Demon-possession served God’s purposes
as a vivid demonstration that everyone is under the power of Satan if he is not savingly joined to Jesus
Christ. Were it not for God’s restraining grace upon the powers of evil, every one of us would be
totally overcome and debilitated by demonic power.

Casting out demons was tangible evidence that Christ had invaded the dominion of Satan and had
begun the process of breaking his power on earth (Lk. 10: 18). We should observe that although the
people were not clear about Jesus’ identity, the demons were very clear—he was “the Holy One of
God” (Lk. 4: 34; Mk. 1: 24). Jesus was not at all flattered that they acknowledged who he was, for he
understood that the demons were not confessing him as Lord but attempting to gain mastery over him
by declaring his name (Lane, p. 74; cf. Gen. 32: 29 which possibly is a mild rebuke to Jacob). Besides,
he did not wish, nor need, to be heralded by the very demons he came to destroy. He therefore rebuked
them, and told them to be quiet—“Shut up!” (Lk. 4: 35, 41).

To have allowed the defensive utterance of the demon to go unrebuked would have been to compromise the
purpose for which Jesus came into the world, to confront Satan and strip him of his power. As such, this
initial act of exorcism in the ministry of Jesus is programmatic [part of the program] of the sustained conflict
with the demons which is a marked characteristic in the Marcan presentation of the gospel (Lane, p. 75).

The demons not only knew him, but they were also terrified by him, “Have you come to destroy us?”
(Mk. 1: 24; LK. 4: 34) They also obeyed him, although unwillingly (Mk. 1: 26; Lk. 4: 35).

It is foolish for modern expositors to explain away demon possession as psychological neuroses (mental
disturbances) or other diseases which ancient people naively identified as demons. Jesus’
confrontations were with real demons, and anyone who refuses to acknowledge the existence of the
devil and demons might as well refuse to believe in a supernatural God. Indeed, many who argue this
way don’t believe in a supernatural God who can work outside the boundaries of natural science. All
the Biblical narratives make clear the distinction between Jesus’ healing of diseases and his exorcism
of demonic spirits. Diseases don’t talk back, and they don’t cringe at the presence of Christ. It should
not be surprising that at this unique and climactic time in history—the coming of the Messiah—
demonic activity would be at its highest pitch. We have no historical proof that demons have ever
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manifested themselves as aggressively at any other time in the history of the world (cf. Geldenhuys, p.
174, although I think Geldenhuys understates demon possession in the present age).

Thus, at the very beginning of Mark’s gospel, we discover that the defeat of the devil’s kingdom is a
fundamental part of Jesus’ agenda. His kingdom will not be realized as long as Satan’s kingdom is
still standing. At the same time, we must not force a precise time-table upon his work, for the kingdom
comes gradually in stages and not all at once. Though Satan is in some sense a defeated foe because
of Christ’s atoning work, he is not yet utterly and finally defeated but is fighting back like a mad dog
on a very long chain (Rev. 20: 1-3). His complete destruction is something reserved for the second
coming of Christ. In the meantime, Christ has left his disciples (the church) on earth to fight the devil,
and we are promised that the gates of hell shall not prevail against us (Matt. 16: 18).

We should also observe at this point that one reason the people recognized Jesus as one who spoke
with authority is that he also had power over demonic spirits (LK. 4: 36-37; MKk. 1: 27-28). Apparently,
no one else had this power or else Jesus would have been only one powerful teacher and exorcist among
many. Jesus’ power over the devil, as well as his ability to perform many other miracles, attracted
attention to his teaching about the kingdom of God—his primary purpose in coming (Mk. 1: 38; LK. 4:
43). If his main purpose had been to cast out demons and perform other miracles of healing, then Jesus
would have spent much more time and energy doing so and less time teaching and preaching; but these
tasks were only secondary to the message of the kingdom of God—deliverance from sin. There were
conceivably many whom Jesus healed who eventually died and went to hell. They wanted only
physical healing or bread to eat, but not a relationship to Christ. Such was the short-sightedness of the
nine lepers (LK. 17: 12-19) and many of the multitude whom Jesus fed (Jn. 6: 26).

Christ’s emphasis on teaching should not be interpreted as indifference to physical suffering, quite the
contrary (Matt. 14: 14). He spent a great deal of his time healing the sick, and any Christian ministry
which is salt and light (Matt. 5: 13-14) must not be indifferent to physical needs. Works of charity and
mercy accomplish the same purpose which they accomplished in the ministry of Jesus—they point to
the truth of the gospel message. God created man body and soul; sin has affected both, and the good
news is a message which brings healing to both. Christians are not like Buddhists who acquiesce to
(accept) physical suffering fatalistically with no view to resolving it. Consequently, Buddhists have
not been known for disaster relief or the ministry of mercy while Christians were the first to establish
hospitals and schools for the poor.

At the same time, we must learn from Jesus’ emphasis and not “get the cart before the horse”.
Proclaiming the gospel is the first priority which drives the ministry of mercy while showing
compassion for the poor and sick gives credibility to the message. If we are not concerned for people,
“how does the love of God abide in [us] (1 Jn. 3: 17 with Gal. 6: 10)? But the ministry of mercy should
not so dominate missions that we never get around to preaching the gospel which saves eternally and
not just temporarily. The error of modern day liberal theology and “liberation theology” is that it is
short-sighted. All of those whom Jesus fed and healed eventually died, and then the important thing
was not food, healing, or political healing, but whether they responded in faith. It is not a case of
“either/or” but “both/and”. A gospel which separates the body and the soul is a truncated (limited)
gospel, and a “gospel” which does not preach Christ crucified as the supreme solution to the human
problem is heresy.
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2. Healing Peter’s Mother-in-Law—Matthew 8: 14-17; Mark 1: 29b-31; Luke 4: 38-39

Once again, notice the close thematic connection with this episode and the healing of the demoniac (v.
29) which occurs much later. We could interpret this event as just another healing event in the ministry
of Jesus, but it is included in all three Synoptic Gospels. We may ask why the episode is so important.
Perhaps the writers’ purpose was to show the blessings which come to whole families when they come
in contact with the Savior. Jesus promised later that all who left fathers and mothers would be
appropriately rewarded (Matt. 19: 27-29). Peter was now taking much time away from his occupation,
and his future ministry with the Lord would require absence from his wife and family. Nevertheless,
there were blessings even now accompanying his commitment to the Lord. His relationship with Christ
resulted in the healing of his wife’s mother. Martha, Mary, and their brother, Lazarus, would also be
on the receiving end of their relationship to Jesus when he raises Lazarus from the dead (Jn. 11: 1-45).

It is interesting that in the Luke account Jesus “rebuked” the fever as if it were evil personified, leading
some commentators to believe that demonic activity was involved (Green, Luke, p. 225). Jesus, above
all people, realized that sickness, although not always caused by the personal sin of the sick person,
was the result of sin in the world. Luke wishes to show us the relationship between sin that has
“infected” the world and the evil consequences of sin. When Christ returns to restore the universe to
God’s intended purpose, death and sickness that results in death will be rendered powerless (1 Cor. 15:
55-56), forever and finally “rebuked” by the Lord who is life indeed.

3. Healing the masses— Matthew 4: 23-25; Mark 1: 32-34; Luke 4: 40-44

Jesus continues his healing into the evening of the Sabbath (Lk. 4: 40; Mk. 1: 32), for he had healed
the demoniac and Peter’s mother-in-law on the Sabbath (Lk. 4: 31; MKk. 1: 21). Many were coming to

him for healing, for the news of the demoniac in the synagogue had spread “into all the surrounding
district of Galilee” (Mk. 1: 28; Lk. 4: 37).

Casting out demons was a large part of the evening’s work, demonstrating that demon-possession was
very common at this time. When exorcised (cast out), the demons would declare that he was the Son
of God (4: 41), but Jesus would not allow them to speak for long (1: 34; See comments above). Later
on he did not wish even for healed victims to tell others about him, but for a different reason we will
discuss later.

4. Rest followed by Continued Ministry in Other Cities in Galilee—Mark 1:35-39; Luke 4:42-44

Jesus was truly human, subject to fatigue. Sometimes he just had to get away privately before daylight
and pray (LK. 4: 42: MKk. 1: 35). As a man he was not omnipresent (everywhere at all times) and had
to choose strategically where he could be best used for the kingdom of God. If he stayed in Capernaum,
he would have to omit important ministry in other parts of Galilee. For this reason, he chooses to go
to other cities even though the crowds are still earnestly seeking him in Capernaum (1: 38; 4: 43).
There were very many of these towns or cities which Jesus visited each having about 15,000 residents
because of rich farmland (Lane, Mark, p. 83).

There is an apparent discrepancy between Mark, who says that Jesus continues his ministry in Galilee
(1: 30); and Luke, who says that he continues preaching in Judea (4: 44.) The discrepancy is resolved
by the fact that Mark is using the term “Judea” in the wider sense of the entire region of Palestine
(Geldenhuys, Luke, p. 179, footnote).
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(Excursus: Temporal Connections in the Synoptic Gospels)

It will be helpful for us to notice the difference in how the gospel writers move from one event in the ministry
of Jesus to another. For example in Lk. 4: 38, we find the following temporal connection: “And He arose
and left the synagogue and entered Simon’s home.” The synagogue referred to is the one in Capernaum
(vv. 31-33). The same temporal connection occurs in Mk. 1: 29, “And immediately after they had come out
of the synagogue, they came into the house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John.” The synagogue
is the one in Mk. 1: 21.

Another temporal connection occurs in Mk. 1: 32, “And when evening had come....” This is the evening of
the Sabbath which Mark refers to in 1: 21. This same transition is found in Lk. 4: 40, “And while the sun
was setting....”—that is, setting on the Sabbath day in v. 31. Notice also in Lk. 4: 42 we read, “And when
day came....” In v. 40 the sun was setting, so we would naturally wish to interpret “when day came” as
being the day after the setting of the sun in v. 40. In Mk. 1: 35 we read, “And in the early morning, while
it was still dark....” which is the early daybreak after the evening of v. 32.

These temporal connections are not hidden in the text, but they are often missed when we are reading
narrative portions of scripture, especially the gospels which are not written with a strict chronology of
events. They serve as examples of transitional statements which allow us to preserve the chronology of the
text when the Biblical writer considers the chronology to be important. Mark wanted us to know that the
events of MKk. 1: 21-38 are a single chronological unit. Luke wanted us to know that the events of Lk. 4:
31-43 are a single chronological unit and may begin as far back as 4: 16 when Jesus preaches in Nazareth.
When we take note of the chronology—if it is given to us—then we can preach the passage more effectively
by taking the particular context of the passage into consideration.

On the other hand, our wish for clear chronological order must not be unrealistic since we often don’t have
clear temporal connections from the authors allowing us to discover the timing of the event. Scholars differ
in their analysis about the chronology of certain events. Robert H. Gundry and A. T. Robertson, on the one
hand, differ from D.A. Carson, William Hendriksen, and Donald Guthrie, on the other, about the chronology
of Matthew’s dinner (Matt. 9: 10-17). So what is the amateur theologian supposed to do? We must do
what we are required to do. We study the text ourselves and see which theory is the most credible. When
the chronology is not clear, it is not important because the Biblical writer didn’t make it clear to us. The
author is, instead, drawing our attention to a particular theme. For example, Mark deals with Jesus’ rejection
in Nazareth and the sending out of the twelve thematically. Just as Jesus the Son of God is rejected by men,
so all of Christ’s disciples, including us, will experience a certain amount of rejection (v. 11).

As noted earlier, the gospel writers are generally not too concerned for strict chronology, but write their
material thematically. Because of the limitations of this text, we cannot discuss why each author arranges
his material as he does, but at least the student should be aware that the Synoptists do not follow a strict
chronological order precisely because each author has something special that he wishes to emphasize.
Had they all followed a chronological order, there would have been a measure of redundancy (unnecessary
repetition) to the gospels, a redundancy which is avoided because of their unique thematic approach.

This is evident because the Holy Spirit does not give us a “Harmony of the Gospels”. Instead, he gives us
the one gospel of Jesus Christ written from four different perspectives. Nevertheless, this thematic
approach does not forbid us from attempting to understand the timing of the events. lItis, after all, the word
of God which deserves our most diligent inquiry into the minute details which are often not easily
discovered. In this study, we are not looking at each gospel account separately but as the “synoptic gospels”
(synoptic literally means “seen together”); thus, we must make some effort in understanding some of the
chronology as well as some of the differences in the way they arranged and reported the material.
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D. The Healing of the Leper—Matthew 8: 2-4; Mark 1: 40-45; Luke 5: 12-16

When we come to the healing of the leper, clear temporal connections are not found in any of the
Synoptics. In Matt. 8: 1, we find Jesus coming down off the mountain from which he had preached
the Sermon on the Mount (chapters 5—7), and it would appear from the text that the leper confronts
him immediately after he gets through with this sermon. But in Mark, the leper approaches Jesus
sometime after he leaves Capernaum and begins doing miracles in other cities in Galilee (vv. 21, 38-
39; note the words, “somewhere else”). Thus, the transition from v. 38 to v. 39 is a weak transition
from a chronological point of view. We can’t really tell when this event takes place from Matthew or
Mark. Luke is not helpful to this end, either, since he places the calling of the disciples (5: 1-11)
between Jesus’ work in Galilee (“Judea” or the greater Palestine area—see notes above) and the healing
of the leper. Matthew and Mark are more in agreement as to the timing of the event.

The important thing is that Jesus heals a leper—one who was a rejected member of society, ostracized
(cut off) from the mainstream of social life. A leper was ceremonially unclean and was forced by
Levitical law to live alone outside the camp (Lev. 13: 46). When the Jews occupied the Land of Canaan
and began living in cities, lepers were forbidden to live within walled cities (Alfred Edersheim, The
Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, p. 492). Legislation also required that the leper identify himself
with torn clothes, unkempt or disheveled hair, and his mouth covered up. Whenever he entered the
city for purchasing food or other supplies, he must further identify himself by crying out, “Unclean!
Unclean!” Leviticus devotes two full chapters (13-14) to the uncleanness of the leprous condition, the
word “clean” appearing 25 times and the word “unclean” appearing 30 times.

The conclusion could be reached that the horrifying symptoms of the disease were reason enough

for their isolation. Hendriksen, following the research of Drs. L.S. Huizenga and E.R. Kellersberger
(both medical missionaries), writes that the disease begins with pain in certain parts of the body
followed by numbness (no feeling). The skin looses its original color and becomes thick and scaly.
Progressively the thickened, scaly areas develop into sores and ulcers due to poor blood supply. Fingers
and toes begin to drop off. [This is partly due to the lack of nervous sensation which alerts the body to
pain. Lepers have been known to harm themselves repeatedly with burns since they cannot feel the
heat before serious injury.] The victim’s facial appearance is eventually damaged as the skin around
the eyes and ears is infected causing deep furrows or creases in the facial features, resembling that of
lions. If the physical deformities were not enough to repel even the most compassionate of people, they
also emit a very unpleasant odor furthering their ostracism from society (Hendriksen, Matthew, p. 388).
Hair, eyebrows, teeth, and fingernails drop off. As the disease progresses the nose falls off, and the
eyes, tongue, and palate (roof of the mouth) deteriorate (S. H. Kellogg, Leviticus, pp. 328, 339, quoting
the observations of Dr. William Thompson, medical missionary in Jerusalem during the 19" century).
Even verbal communication with others becomes difficult as the deteriorating palate causes the speech
to take on a grating quality (Hendriksen, p. 388). “...finally, the wretched victim sinks into the earth
and disappears” (Thompson, quoted by Kellogg, p. 339).

Considering its devastation to the body and the gradualness of its deathly progress, the loathsomeness
of the condition has little or no parallel in medical history, and this is probably the reason for the
sanctions of the Levitical legislation, not the necessities of sanitation and containment. Kellogg argues
convincingly that the disease is quarantined because of its resemblance to the nature and ravages of
sin. The disease is very gradual and progressive, typifying the progressive nature of sin which affects
man’s fallen nature more and more as the life of sin continues (2 Tim. 3: 13). Leprosy also affects the
whole man and the whole life of man. No part of man remains untouched—appearance, sight, smell,
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taste, thought, and feel. The victim can cut himself with a knife or burn himself with fire and feel no
pain. Likewise, progressive sin affects one’s sensitivity to evil, and as it progresses in the heart the
sins which once caused guilt and emotional pain no longer cause any distress at all. The condition of
leprosy in ancient culture was incurable and fatal, and the victim was completely at the mercy of God
for relief. So it is with the condition of sin—incurable except for God’s intervening grace and
inevitably leading to death (Kellogg, pp. 337-339). Finally, as the loathsomeness of the disease isolates
the victim from the love of even his own family and friends, placing him “outside the camp” and
separate from the common life of Israel, sin isolates the unforgiven sinner from the goodness and love
of God—an unending quarantine in hell.

As the ideal picture of the ravages of sin, leprosy was used of God as a visible metaphor of the
loathsomeness of the human condition, ravaged by the progressive deterioration of sin—a living death.
Even the Levitical legislation itself presented the disease in this light by requiring the victim, as it were,
to assume all the ordinary signs of mourning for the dead—uncovered head, crying aloud in the streets,
clothes torn, mouth covered (cf. Lev. 10: 1-6; Ezek. 24: 17). As Kellogg solemnly observes, “...he is
to regard himself, and all others are to regard him, as a dead man. As it were, he is a continual mourner
at his own funeral” (p. 333; cf. Edersheim, p. 491).

If we are tempted to think God cruel for the Levitical legislation isolating lepers, we might think twice
if we ever saw a victim in advanced stages. It was more merciful to have them isolated from the cruelty
of others than to have them publicly humiliated.

Considering the OT legislation and the dread of this disease, it is not surprising that the healing of the
leper occurs in all three of the synoptic gospels. The public ostracism of lepers had not subsided in
Jesus’ day, and the Rabbinical legislation added to the Levitical law had possibly made it even worse.
The leper “would have fled from a Rabbi” (Edersheim, p. 495), but he prostrated himself before Jesus.
He had evidently been observing this teacher and healer from Nazareth and did not see in him the stern
coldness of the typical Rabbi. His hunch (guess) was correct, for Jesus was moved with compassion
to relieve this man of distress. Anyone who touched a leper would become ceremonially unclean, but
Jesus reverses the man’s uncleanness with his own healing touch. The faith of the leper is never in
question in the passage, “If you are willing, you can make me clean.” His question was not whether
Jesus “could” heal him but whether he “would” heal him, so he humbly submitted himself to Jesus’
sovereign decision. His faith was all the more remarkable for one who was “full of leprosy”—that is,
was afflicted with the disease at an advanced stage and beyond hope for any cure.

Jesus touches him and heals him, then sends him off to the Levitical priest (Lev. 13: 48-14: 4). By
sending him to the priest he demonstrates his full submission to the Law. Christ did not come to abolish
the Law but to fulfill it (Matt. 5: 17). There would come a day very soon that the laws pertaining to
ceremonial cleanness would be null and void because of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross, but until that day
arrived, he fully supported the requirements of the ceremonial law.

On a personal note, are we not all—apart from grace—spiritual lepers whose uncleanness has banished
us from the presence and fellowship of God? Like a leper, our flesh is consumed and destroyed by the
ravages of sin, and in time will wither and die like grass, returning to the dust from which it is made.
In Moses’ words,

You turn man back into dust And say, "Return, O children of men." *For a thousand years in Your sight Are
like yesterday when it passes by, Or as a watch in the night. > You have swept them away like a flood, they
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fall asleep; In the morning they are like grass which sprouts anew. ° In the morning it flourishes and sprouts
anew; Toward evening it fades and withers away. ' For we have been consumed by Your anger And by Your
wrath we have been dismayed. ® You have placed our iniquities before You, Our secret sins in the light of
Your presence. ° For all our days have declined in Your fury; We have finished our years like a sigh. *° As
for the days of our life, they contain seventy years, Or if due to strength, eighty years, Yet their pride is but
labor and sorrow; For soon it is gone and we fly away. ** Who understands the power of Your anger And
Your fury, according to the fear that is due You? (Psalm 90:3-11 NASB)

The question remains about Jesus’ ordering the man to silence. It is understandable that he would
restrict the demons who have no part in his salvation (see comments above), but why would he tell this
man, among others, not to tell anyone about what he had done for him. One possibility is that Jesus
did not want his ministry of teaching and preaching to be hindered by excessive demand for healing by
the multitudes, nor did he wish his Messianic reign to be viewed strictly in materialistic terms. His
suspicions were well-founded, for after the feeding of the 5000, he must retreat to the mountain to
prevent the people from making him king (Jn. 6: 15). According to the context of Mark, this is a
plausible (reasonable) explanation, for when the healed leper failed to obey Jesus’ orders by spreading
the news of this miracle, “Jesus could no longer publicly enter a city, but stayed out in unpopulated
areas; and they were coming to Him from everywhere” (v. 45; cf. Lk. 5: 15) (Hendriksen, pp. 392-
393).

We need not be concerned with the differences between the Evangelists (gospel writers) concerning
the way the leper approached Jesus. Matthew says he bowed down to Jesus; Mark says he fell on his
knees and Luke says he fell on his face. There is no mistake in reporting on the part of either Evangelist,
for a person who falls on his face must first fall on his knees, and bowing can be the same as getting
down on one’s knees.

E. The Healing of the Paralytic—Matt. 9: 2-8; Mk. 2: 1-12; Lk. 5: 17-26

Contextually, Matthew 9: 1 goes better with the healing of the two demon-possessed men in the
Gadarenes (Matt. 8: 28-34). After healing these two men, Jesus is asked to leave, upon which he
entered a boat and came back to Capernaum, his headquarters (Carson, pp. 220-221). Carson places
the healing of the demon-possessed men later in the chronological order of events.

However, because of the temporal connections of the Mark account, I’m inclined to believe that the
healing of the paralytic takes place shortly after the healing of the leper—“And when He had come
back to Capernaum several days afterward, it was heard that He was at home” (v. 1). “Several days
afterward” may refer to several days after the healing of the leper, but it depends on how we read the
text. The text could mean that only after several days of being back in Capernaum, it was heard that
he was at home there. The historical context of Luke is much less clear—“And it came about one
day”—and Matthew reports the event out of historical order in Matt. 9. Hendriksen concludes that
Matthew arranges these stories topically rather than historically (p. 416).

Luke gives the most detail recording that Pharisees and scribes (teachers of the Law) had come “from
every village of Galilee and Judea and from Jerusalem” (v. 17). Jesus’ reputation was spreading

rapidly, and they had come to spy on him.

Edersheim’s insight into Mark’s historical arrangement of the three events (the healing of the leper,
the healing of the paralytic, and the calling of Matthew) is helpful.
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The healing of leprosy was recorded as typical [i.e. of typological value]. With this agrees also what
immediately follows. For, as Rabbinism stood confessedly powerless in the face of the living death of
leprosy, so it had no word of forgiveness to speak to the conscience burdened with sin, nor yet word of
welcome to the sinner. But this was the inmost meaning of the two events which the Gospel-history places
next to the healing of the leper: the forgiveness of sins in the case of the paralytic, and the welcome to the
chief of sinners in the call of Levi-Matthew.

The first thing which is brought to our attention is the perseverance of the four friends carrying the
paralyzed man. They were not at all inclined to give up when the crowd made access to Jesus seemingly
impossible. (In this we are reminded of the blind man of Jericho who could not be quieted—Lk. 18:
35-43). They devised a new plan, to take the man up the side stairs on the outside of the house to the
flat roof. Most houses were constructed this way, with a flat roof accessible by an outside stairway.
Some houses had a separate guest room on top of the flat roof (cf. Lk. 22: 12; Acts 1: 13). Heedless of
the damage they might do to the roof—and, | am confident, willing to repair it at their own expense—
the men cut a hole in the roof and let the paralytic down right in front of Jesus (Lk. 5: 18).

We might wonder why Jesus responds the way he does by saying, “Friend, your sins are forgiven you.”
(Lk. 5: 20). Matthew and Mark say, “My son”. Both “friend” and “my son” are terms of endearment.
This is the only time in the gospels when Jesus makes this statement to someone he heals. The only
statement close to this is when he heals the woman with a hemorrhage and says to her, “Daughter, your
faith has made you well; go in peace, and be healed of your affliction” (Mk. 5: 22). In that passage we
again note the term of endearment, “daughter”, followed by a more subtle reference to the forgiveness
of sins, “go in peace”. Here the declaration of forgiveness is far more explicit and unparalleled in the
NT which leads us to wonder why Jesus spoke this way. As God, Jesus could read men’s thoughts,
and we are explicitly told by all three Evangelists that he was reading the thoughts of the scribes and
Pharisees on this occasion. It is not explicitly stated that he was reading the paralytic’s thoughts; but
if he was, can we infer (reason) from Jesus’ initial response that forgiveness was the primary thing the
paralytic was thinking about (cf. Hendriksen, p. 418)?

This is also Edersheim’s view who maintains that the Rabbinic, casuistic teaching (misleading
inferences from scripture) was as follows: First the sufferings of the entire body would deliver a person
from guilt even as the loss of an eye or tooth would deliver a slave from bondage (Ex. 21: 26-27)—i.e.
suffering as self-atonement. Secondly, just as the salt applied to the sacrifices would purify the
sacrifices (Lev. 2: 13), so physical suffering would purify the soul. This teaching had apparently not
given the man any comfort, reasoning from the fact that he was now seeking a more satisfying solution
in the man from Galilee. If anything, another Rabbinic teaching had convinced him that unless he was
forgiven of his sins first, he could not be healed (Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, p. 504).

It is this last mentioned Rabbinic teaching which contributes mostly to Jesus’ declaration, “Your sins
are forgiven you”. In the typical Rabbinic view, particular sins were the direct cause of illness (Jn. 9:
2), and only a cure would be sufficient evidence of forgiveness (Knox Chamblin, Matthew, unpublished
class notes, p. 68, citing Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Literary and Theological Art, p.
163).

Immediately Jesus meets with opposition; he is now claiming prerogatives which belong only to God,
for only God can forgive sins. In Jesus’ day, the Jews did not believe that even the Messiah could
forgive sins (Chambin, p. 68, citing Gundry, p. 163). Apparently their understanding of the promised
Messiah had already been clouded by the earthly kingship views spawned during the Maccabean
rebellion and the succession of priest-kings (cf. notes on Inter-testamentary Period). Knowing what
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they are thinking, he does not resort to argument about who can forgive sins, for the scribes and
Pharisees are correct in this respect—only God can forgive sins. He also knows that the scribes and
Pharisees do not really have to be convinced of the fact of his miraculous powers, for they have already
heard of them, and their very presence on this occasion is proof of this. Their problem is that they
don’t know how to interpret these powers. Besides, Jesus was never accustomed to performing
miracles to satisfy one’s idle curiosity (Lk. 23: 8-9).

The real question at issue was Jesus’ authority and identity. What they lacked is the proper response
to his divine person—they refused to believe that he had his authority from God. Jesus himself
provoked the very question by first declaring forgiveness before he heals the man. He had drawn
attention to his primary mission of removing the guilt of sin and making men right with God—
something the scribes and Pharisees and the whole Rabbincal system had miserably failed to do
(Edersheim, p. 505). Their inability to make the man walk was symbolic of their inability to lead him
to God—they simply had no authority to do either one.

It is much easier to say something than to do something. Talk is cheap. This is what the Pharisees are
thinking, and Jesus exposes their thinking with this statement, “ ‘Which is easier, to say to the paralytic,
“Your sins are forgiven’; or to say, ‘Arise, and take up your pallet and walk’?”” Anyone can tell someone
that their sins are forgiven since there is no way to prove whether forgiveness has taken place, but
making a lame man walk is not so easy, for the only proof is in the walking. But from Jesus’
perspective, forgiving sins is much more difficult than making a paralytic walk. Forgiving sins would
involve a horrendous, divine sacrifice.

“Thus Jesus first went to the heart of the matter, 9: 2. Here, by addressing the larger need (forgiveness), he
embraces the lesser (healing). Now the question of the authority to forgive sins is resolved. If he can make
a lame man walk, he can also forgive sins; and of the two, the most important is his authority to forgive sins
(v. 8) (Chamblin, unpublished, pp. 68-69).

He is also the “Son of Man” which is a veiled reference to his identity as the Messiah from Daniel 7
(cf. Hendriksen for an extended discussion of “Son of Man” on Matt. 8: 20). If they care to receive it,
he is also the fulfillment of the Messianic promises of restoration in Isaiah 35: 6, “Then the lame will
leap like a deer, and the tongue of the dumb will shout for joy. For waters will break forth in the
wilderness and streams in the Arabah” (Lane, p. 99).

Did the scribes and Pharisees get it; did they come to an understanding of his identity and authority?
There is no evidence from the text or from later events that they did. That they were “glorifying God”
does not mean that they had come to faith in Christ, but that they were at least admitting that Jesus had
done something they had never seen before (MKk. 2: 12; Lane, p. 99). It takes more than miraculous
healing to change the heart. Thousands were aware of Jesus’ miraculous abilities who were shouting,
“Crucify him!” just before he died.

Their Pharisees” amazement also brings to mind many questions about claims of ubiquitous
(everywhere) miracle-working today. As mentioned earlier, Jesus’ ability to work miracles drew
attention to his message of forgiveness, and this emphasis is clarified even more in the passages before
us. If there had been other people living in Jesus’ day who could perform miracles, they too would
have been able to say, “Your sins are forgiven you”. But there were no others, and there have only
been relatively few such people in very limited periods of Biblical history—Moses, Elijah and Elisha,
Jesus, and the apostles, including Paul—none of whom could forgive sins except Jesus. Even the
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greatest writing prophet of the OT, Isaiah, never performed any miracles. By divine inspiration Isaiah
and other prophets were able to foresee the future of Israel, but they did not make axe heads float (2
Kings 6: 5-6) or raise the dead (2 Kings 4: 32-36). No doubt the gift of healing was bestowed on some
in the church age (1 Cor. 12: 9), and many argue that this gift is bestowed upon the church until the
second coming of Christ. However, there is little historical evidence for the widespread distribution of
this gift even immediately after the apostolic age, and there is little evidence today that it continues?
There is a difference between saying that God can heal people miraculously and that the gift of healing
continues to be given to some individuals today.

| believe that God can heal people miraculously if he so chooses. He can also use normal physiological
processes to heal people, and most often this is His method. The gift of healing seems to have been
replaced by the gift of medical science and health care. There are more people today being healed
through medical science than when Jesus was healing people in Galilee. He could only be at one place
at a time. James 5: 14-16 does not specify whether the healing is miraculous or through the body’s
natural processes, but prayer is the essential ingredient either way, and it is appropriate for elders to
continue this practice, while at the same time acknowledging God’s sovereign prerogative to heal or
not to heal on any particular occasion.

415 anyone among you sick? Then he must call for the elders of the church and they are to pray over him,
anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord; **and the prayer offered in faith will restore the one who is
sick, and the Lord will raise him up, and if he has committed sins, they will be forgiven him. * Therefore,
confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another so that you may be healed. The effective prayer
of a righteous man can accomplish much. (James 5:14-16 NASB)

| do not wish to limit the sovereign purposes of the Holy Spirit in using miraculous healing to “jump
start” the church in places where there is no existing church or only a small church—as, for instance,
in many unreached places around the globe. However, | seriously question the claims of so many
preachers, particularly TV celebrities, who claim to possess the gift of healing. 1 would even go so far
as saying that they are all frauds whose only goal is fame and fortune. Evidence of widespread
miraculous healing by many persons (including Benny Hinn, Kenneth Copeland) claiming this gift is
lacking, and many so-called healings are staged by people being paid to pretend sickness (see John
MacArthur, Strange Fire). For example, some prostitutes in Kampala a few years back sued a preacher
for going back on his agreement to pay them an agreed upon sum of money if they would fake an illness
and be “healed” in a service. The infamous Jim Jones of Guyana, who led over 900 people to commit
suicide in 1978, was known to stage healing services to create a following (according to the testimony
of his son who escaped the carnage in Guyana).

If such things were common today, or had they been common in other historical periods, why do we
have so little solid, incontrovertible evidence? Is the desire for “signs” merely indicative of our lack
of confidence in the power of the preached word that we think we need more visible evidence than
transformed lives? Christ warned us about this, “Unless you people see signs and wonders, you simply
will not believe” (Jn. 4: 48). Moreover, he clearly predicted that even his resurrection from the dead
would not be sufficient evidence to the sinner whose heart was not renewed by the Spirit (Lk. 16: 27-
31).

Returning to the text, there are personal lessons to learn from the paralytic, just as we have learned
from the leper. A paralytic is a very helpless person. Some paralytics can barely make any useful

movements. But Jesus didn’t come to help people who didn’t need help; he came to help the helpless.
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The paralytic’s life is a metaphor (symbol) for helpless sinners. He represents all of us before an
almighty and holy God. We are spiritually paralyzed, unable to walk or make any useful movement
toward God. We are unable to comply with the holy demands required of us in the law of God. For us
to “walk in a manner worthy of [our] calling” in Christ Jesus (Eph. 1: 1), then Jesus must sovereignly
say to us, “Get up.”

F. The Calling of Matthew—Matt. 9:9; Mk. 2: 14; Lk. 5: 27-28

From the text of Matthew and Luke, the calling of Matthew appears to have taken place in close
connection with the healing of the paralytic. Mark’s version appears confusing at first, for one moment
Jesus is at the seashore and the next he is passing by Matthew’s tax office (or customs office), but it is
very likely that Matthew’s customs office was on the seashore. According to Edersheim, Matthew was
not the typical “tax-gatherer” but a customs official who had the authority of exacting taxes from ships
coming into the harbor (The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, pp. 515, 517). However, he is never
called a “chief tax-collector”, a designation reserved in the gospels for Zaccheus; thus, Edersheim’s
view may be questioned. The seaside location is supported by the text of Mark which says that Jesus
was teaching the multitude on the seashore and “as he passed by, he saw Levi the son of Alphaeus
sitting in the tax office...” (vv.13-14). Having his business located on the seashore may have afforded
Matthew many opportunities to hear Jesus teach, especially since his call came later in Jesus’ Galilean
ministry. Quite likely he was familiar with the ship owners of Capernaum and also with Peter, Andrew,
James, and John—fishermen from whom he had probably exacted an unfair share of taxes (cf. Lane,
p. 102). He may have even witnessed their call to be disciples (Edersheim, p. 518). Being a hated tax-
collector, it is unlikely that he had been a disciple of John the Baptist, but when Jesus calls him he
doesn’t hesitate—reason to believe he was well-acquainted with Jesus through frequent contact with
his teaching, preaching, and healing ministry.

Following Edersheim’s suggestion (pp. 31-32 above), let us quickly put the calling of Matthew, a
despised tax-collector, into thematic context. The scribes and Pharisees had been powerless in the face
of leprosy, having nothing to offer for its cure or comfort. It was a living death which symbolized the
ravages of sin, sin for which they likewise had no answers. The Rabbinical system also had no
forgiveness and no word of encouragement for sinners. When sinners were looking for mercy, they
instead showed them the Law and their traditions which must be obeyed first. Reversing the emphasis
of Jesus, they desired sacrifice, but not compassion (Matt. 12: 7; Chamblin, unpublished p. 70). Their
powerlessness to bring someone to God is highlighted in the story of the paralytic whom they were
also powerless to heal. As a welcome contrast, Jesus could conquer leprosy and paralysis as well as
the sinful state of man which is the occasion for both conditions—sickness has entered the world
through sin. Neither the leper nor the paralytic had earn Jesus’ help. They sought him precisely because
they were helpless and had nothing to offer.

In both stories, we see Jesus meeting sinners where they were—hopeless and helpless. As spiritual
lepers we are ravaged and destroyed by sin, and as paralytics we cannot “walk” in a manner worthy of
the God who made us. To make us whole again Jesus himself must reach out and touch us; to make us
walk he must speak the word of forgiveness to us. Thus, the healing of the leper and the paralytic is the
perfect literary context for the calling of Matthew the tax-collector—a “sinner” whose moral
degradation and inability is symbolized in the physical degradation and inability of the leper and
paralytic. If the Pharisees were indifferent to the former two, they were aggressively opposed to the
latter. It was a decision not politically calculated to win Jesus any influence or kindness from the
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religious elite of his day. Theologically, Matthew’s call highlighted Jesus’ agenda to seek and to save
that which was lost.

Customs officials were the most hated of all tax-collectors who were viewed as the personification of
anti-nationalism (Jewish pride in their country and heritage) (Edersheim, p. 515). Customs duties of a
particular district were generally leased out by the Roman government at a fixed amount of money
which meant that the money collected over this sum was pure profit for the customs official. For this
reason, customs officials were very wealthy, although their wealth did not earn for them any respect or
status in Jewish society—just the opposite. They were not allowed to be judges or even witnesses in
court cases, and they were excommunicated from the synagogues (Lane, 101-102).

As a customs official, Matthew was charged with taxing all imports and exports and on all that was
bought and sold, taxes which had the affect of increasing the price of consumer goods in the market
places. The taxation on food added considerably to the oppression of the poor. Compounding this
oppression were taxes levied against almost any conceivable item or activity—the number of axles and
wheels on carts, pack animals, admission to roads, highways, markets or ships, passage across bridges,
or even taxes on the pedestrians themselves. Travelers along the way were constantly harassed by
being forced to unload their pack animals to have their cargoes assessed for taxes. The customs
officials were also guilty of favoritism in the administration of their duties, charging more to those
whom they disliked and less to whom they liked—in a word, corruption. Little wonder that the Rabbis
considered the genuine repentance of a tax-collector, especially a customs official like Matthew, “next
to impossible” (Edersheim p. 516, 517).

But the Pharisaical and Rabbinical bias against tax-collectors is precisely why Matthew is such a good
choice for a disciple. In their view he was beyond the hope of repentance, but Jesus came to grant
repentance for such people, not to those who “need no repentance” (Lk. 15: 7), the self-righteous.

G. Early Sabbath Controversies—Matthew 12: 1-21; Mark 2: 23-3: 6; Luke 6: 1-11

There is a chronological break between the calling of Matthew in 9: 9 and the dinner which takes place
in Matthew’s house (Matt. 9:10-17). Notice that in 9:18 the synagogue official (Jairus) approaches
Jesus “while He was saying these things to them”—that is, while he was talking about the wineskins
and the garments at Matthew’s dinner. This temporal connection between Matt. 9: 17 and 9: 18 has
not been recognized by some scholars who have connected Matthew’s dinner temporally with the
calling of Matthew, but you will notice from Matthew 9: 10, Mark. 2: 15, and Luke 5: 29 that there are
no strong temporal connections between the calling of Matthew and Matthew’s dinner.

Then it happened that as Jesus was reclining at the table in the house, behold, many tax collectors and
sinners came and were dining with Jesus and His disciples. (Matthew 9:10 NAU)

And it happened that He was reclining at the table in his house, and many tax collectors and sinners were
dining with Jesus and His disciples; for there were many of them, and they were following Him. (Mark
2:15 NASB)

And Levi gave a big reception for Him in his house; and there was a great crowd of tax collectors and
other people who were reclining at the table with them. (Luke 5:29 NASB)

| agree with Carson (p. 221), Hendriksen (p. 429), and Guthrie (The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia
of the Bible, p. 558) against Gundry (New Testament Survey, p. 135) and Robertson (Harmony of the
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Gospels, p. 74, quoted in Hendriksen, p. 429) that the calling of Matthew is followed by a significant
break in time and many other events before Matthew’s dinner. Remember, however, that all the
Synoptic Gospels place the call of Matthew and his dinner together for thematic reasons. Thus, we
must conclude that our understanding of the text itself is enhanced by reading the story in a thematic
context and not in chronological or historical context.

By reading Matthew’s dinner as a thematic parenthesis, we will now place the incident of the grainfields
and the healing of the man with the withered hand just after the calling of Matthew. Although there
are no clear temporal connections in Mark and Luke, they come in the same order in both gospels just
after the calling of Matthew and Matthew’s dinner (a parenthesis) and just before the choosing of the
twelve disciples (Mk. 3: 13; Lk. 6: 12).

1. Disciples in the Grainfields—Matthew 12: 1-8; Mark 2: 23-28; Luke 6: 1-5

In the present case, the disciples were not doing anything condemned in the Law (Deut. 23: 25).

To be sure, work was forbidden on the Sabbath day, including harvesting (Ex. 20: 8-11; Ex. 34: 21),
but the Pharisees had allowed themselves the privilege of defining “work” along very narrow
guidelines, naming 39 categories of work in the Mishnah (Lane, pp. 114-115). Was it really “work”
the disciples were doing by gathering a little grain to satisfy their hunger? We might as well ask
Whether it is “work” to bring a fork up to one’s mouth in the act of eating. The Pharisees had made the
rules, and now they were making everyone “toe the line” in keeping their rules—rules which had
nothing to do with the law of God.

However, it is interesting that Jesus does not challenge the Pharisaical additions to the Law on this
occasion as he did on another occasion (Mk. 7: 9-13). If refuting their traditions had been important to
him in this incident he would have done so as he did throughout the Sermon on the Mount (“’You have
heard that it was said, but I say to you...”). For the sake of the argument, Jesus does not attempt to
prove the innocence of his disciples at this point. Rather, he counters by mentioning the historical
precedent of David who ate the bread which was appointed only for the priests. Unlike what his
disciples were doing, David’s action was definitely a breach of Levitical law, something Jesus admits
was “not lawful” (Mk. 2: 26). The analogy was fully appropriate, for on that occasion, David was
providing for the needs of his followers even as Jesus was providing for the needs of his disciples. In
pointing out this precedent, he is not arguing that ceremonial laws could be set aside for the higher
purpose of saving a life, nor was he distinguishing between the relative value of the higher moral law
(you shall not kill) and the lesser ceremonial laws—the traditional interpretation.

It is doubtful that Jesus is setting aside the Sabbath for a “higher” moral standard of saving a life. Did
Yahweh ever do this in the OT? For that matter, did Yahweh ever distinguish between moral laws and
ceremonial laws in the OT? The passage in 2 Chronicles 36: 19-31 may be a possible example but in
that episode the Israelites were ignorant from years of priestly neglect and were therefore excused. If
Jesus was arguing this way, the Pharisees could have cited the examples of Nadab and Abihu (Lev. 10:
1-2), Uzzah (2 Sam. 6: 3-7), and the men of Beth-Shemesh (1 Sam. 6: 19), all of whom the Lord killed
for violating ceremonial laws that are not even found in the Decalogue but only in Levitical law.
Therefore, how could it be argued that God would set aside ceremonial laws in order to save a life
when, in fact, he put people to death for violating these ceremonial laws?

David was not condemned for eating the consecrated bread even though, by Jesus’ own testimony, his
actions were “unlawful”. (It would not have been “unlawful” if the tiered system of “moral law” above
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“ceremonial law” is accepted.) Why was his life spared when poor Uzzah’s was not? Was there a
difference in the degree of his guilt compared to Uzzah’s, or compared to that of Nadab and Abihu?
Did God look the other way and ignore David’s sin just because he and his men were starving? All of
this may be relevant to the case, but this does not seem to be the primary direction Jesus is taking his
argument. David was acquitted for violating the ceremonial law—and adultery—not because he was
innocent, but because he was David, someone very special in God’s redemptive plan. (The word
“innocent” in v. 7 does not refer to David but to the disciples.)

In Matthew 12: 5-6, Jesus argues that the priests legitimately “break the Sabbath and are innocent”
because the obligations of the temple require them to work. Thus, the temple requirements “shielded
the priests from guilt” (D.A. Carson, Matthew, p. 282; Chamblin, p. 87). Now something greater than
the temple is here, and that something is Christ himself. The argument is a fortiori (from lesser to
greater). If the temple is greater than the Sabbath since temple work had to be done on the Sabbath,
then Christ, who is greater than the temple must also be greater than the Sabbath. Although Jesus did
not come to abolish the Law, he did come to fulfill it which means that his interpretation and application
of the Law is the final word on the subject (“But I say to you”). He did not come simply to be a carbon
copy of Moses as if Moses was the last word on the Law. If David could be acquitted of his guilt
simply because of his typical relationship to Christ, then, arguing again from the lesser to the greater,
Christ’s disciples could be acquitted because of their relationship to Christ who is the “Son of Man” (a
veiled reference to the Messiah of Daniel 7) and the Lord of the Sabbath (v. 8) who has the authority
to declare what is legitimate and illegitimate on the Sabbath (Chamblin, p. 87; Carson, p. 282). As the
Jews in Hosea’s day had valued ritual above the knowledge of God, the Pharisees were making the
same mistake now (v. 7; cf. Hosea 6: 6). Rather than responding to Jesus as the Lord of the Sabbath,
they were despising Jesus in favor of the Sabbath, thus giving more value to the type than the antitype.

The additional argument supplied by Jesus in Mk. 2: 27 supports the idea that Jesus’ teaching here is
far more radical that it would first seem—“The Sabbath was made for man and not man for the
Sabbath.” The traditional interpretation of this verse has been that the Sabbath was designed for man’s
benefit in giving him physical rest from his labors, not for adding burdens. This explanation is true so
far as it goes, but it does not go far enough. Ifit had only been for the material benefit of man’s physical
rest, then such stringent punishments would not have been imposed for breaking it. In the words of
Calvin,

...if there had not been some peculiar excellency in the Sabbath, it might have appeared to be an act of
atrocious injustice to command a man to be put to death for cutting wood upon it [Num. 15; 32-
35]....Wherefore it must be concluded that the substance of the Sabbath, which Paul declares to be in Christ
[Col. 2: 17], must have been no ordinary thing (Commentaries on the Last Four Books of Moses in the Form
of a Harmony, Vol. 2, p. 435, quoted by Rousas J. Rushdoony, The Institutes of Biblical Law, p. 152).

The Sabbath was given to the nation not primarily for providing physical rest but as an instructional
tool for bringing them to the rest of salvation. Man could not be right with God through his own self-
efforts but by receiving his mercy and grace as a gift. Thus, by working on the Sabbath, the sinner
indicated his disdain for God’s gift of salvation. Salvation rest in God’s grace and forgiveness is clearly
the intent of the Sabbath taught in Hebrews 4, and because Israel did not enter this rest, they were lost.
By rejecting the Sabbath, they were also rejecting salvation by grace. Accordingly the writer of
Hebrews warns his audience,

Since therefore it remains for some to enter it [the Sabbath rest], and those who formerly had good news
preached to them [the Israelites] failed to enter because of disobedience, He again fixes a certain day,
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‘Today,” saying through David after so long a time just as has been said before, ‘Today, if you hear his
voice, do not harden your hearts.” For if Joshua had given them rest, He would not have spoken of another
day after that (Heb. 4: 6-8; cf. Ps. 95 in its entirety).

The writer of Hebrews is warning his audience not to drift back into the same mistake as the Israelites
in seeking salvation in human effort—the keeping of the Law and its rituals. The Pharisees in this
episode, like the Israelites of old, were failing to enter the rest of the Sabbath through their rejection of
Christ who is the embodiment of Sabbath rest. Instead, they are putting their trust in their work of
Sabbath-keeping. The Sabbath was, indeed, made for man because it pointed him to redemptive rest
in Christ.

2. Man with the Withered Hand—Matthew 12: 9-13; Mark 3: 1-5; Luke 6: 6-10

Sabbath controversy continues with the incident of the man with the withered hand. All three Synoptic
evangelists group this event thematically with the “grainfield” incident which also occurred on the
Sabbath. Once again the authority of Jesus is the primary theme which is highlighted by the Sabbath
question. It is possible that the man with the withered hand had been purposely planted there by the
Pharisees to test Jesus. Whether this was the case or not, his presence is convenient for the Pharisees
who were always looking for opportunities (Matt. 12: 10—*“in order that they might accuse Him”; cf.
Mk. 3: 2b; Lk. 6: 7). Once again Jesus uses the a fortiori argument (arguing from the lesser to the
greater). Any of the Pharisees would rescue one of their own animals out of a pit on the Sabbath. How
much more then, is it appropriate to relieve a human being of suffering on the Sabbath?

[Man is made in the image of God and, therefore, is “more valuable” than an animal (Matt. 12: 12; cf.
Matt. 6: 26). Atheistic evolutionists would dispute this claim, but this is because they ignore the word
of God in favor of their allegiance to secular humanism.]

Mark adds, “Is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do harm, to save a life or to kill” (cf. Lk. 6: 9)
The intention of the Pharisees on this particular Sabbath was to gain enough evidence against Jesus to
order his execution; thus their intention was to kill, not to do good (Carson, p. 284). Their strictness
for law-keeping (particularly for keeping their man-made rules about the Sabbath) had hardened their
hearts against any compassion for needy people. They had not cared at all that the disciples were
hungry (Matt. 12: 7), and they did not care about this man’s withered hand. What they cared about
was their own religious authority in forcing people to keep the traditions of the elders. They could see
clearly that Jesus was a serious threat to their authority and that they must continue to build a case
against him. The desire for power had completely destroyed any desire for truth—a common error of
many ecclesiastical leaders even in evangelical churches.

Jesus’ anger (noted only in Mk. 3: 5) is kindled not so much by their desire to kill him but in their
callousness toward human suffering, for Mark also tells us that he was “grieved at their hardness of
heart. While Jesus is angry and grieved at their unkindness and unbelief, the Pharisees are “filled with
rage” that Jesus had challenged their authority in interpreting the law (LK. 6: 11).

3. The plot to kill Jesus followed by His withdrawal—Matthew 12: 14-21; Mark 3: 6-12; Luke 6: 11

This last episode was all they needed to convince them that Jesus must be eliminated, a priority so great
that a coalition was formed between the opposing parties of the Pharisees and the “Herodians” (Mk. 3:
6). The Herodians were sympathizers and supporters of Herod’s regime which in turn depended on
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the Roman control of Palestine (Lane, p. 125), control which was hated by the Pharisees. To
accomplish the common purpose of killing Jesus, no philosophical or political compromise was too
great.

Contrary to the machismo (aggressive masculinity) which some well-meaning missionaries assert in
placing themselves in danger unnecessarily, Jesus took note of the threats against his life and “withdrew
from there”. The time for him to lay down his life was not yet complete, and he would preserve it
without a show of miraculous force. When the time did come to lay down his life, he would set his
face to go to Jerusalem (Lk. 9: 51). The Apostle Paul would follow his Savior’s lead, sometimes
running for his life (Acts 9: 23-25) and at others purposely putting himself in harm’s way to accomplish
his mission (Acts 21: 10-13). The difference between the two situations is not always black and white,
and it takes wisdom to know what to do in any particular situation. We may never deny our allegiance
to Christ (Matt. 10: 33), but this loyalty does not require us to take unnecessary risks. Generally, it is
better to flee danger and live to preach the gospel another day (Matt. 10: 23).

In spite of the threats against his life, Jesus remains the “suffering servant” of Isa. 42 who does not cry
out in the streets or raise an army against those who are plotting against his life (Matt. 12: 18-21).
Matthew makes every effort to prove that Jesus is not coming as a military Messiah, but one who is
ready at the appropriate time to lay down his life (Carson, p. 285).

H. The Calling of the Twelve Disciples—Mark 3: 13-19; Luke 6: 12-16

Jesus has already chosen some of his disciples: Peter and Andrew, James and John, possibly Philip and
Nathanael (Bartholemew) and Matthew. We don’t know exactly when the formal choosing of the
twelve takes place, but when it does Jesus spends a whole night in prayer before the selection. In every
way he demonstrates his dependence upon his Father who guides him through the Holy Spirit. He is
also the perfect example of what our lives should be, wholly dependent upon the will and guidance of
the Father through the Spirit. Luke 6: 13 indicates that he had been surrounded by a larger group of
disciples out of which he chooses twelve whom he now calls “apostles” (from apostello—to send away;
hence “those who are sent away”).

The number of the disciples is not coincidental, but deliberate. The twelve represent the twelve tribes
of Israel and marks a new beginning for the eschatological people of God (Lane, p. 133). There is
continuity between the people of God in the Old Covenant and the people of God in the New Covenant.
God always had but one redemptive plan for Jew and Gentile (Rom. 1: 16), not two. It has never been
his plan to prepare for himself an earthly people, the Jews, and a heavenly people, the Gentiles. He
only has one program of redemption which has encompassed both Jew and Gentile from its very
inception. Thus, the twelve disciples are one symbol of this singularity of God’s purpose for a
redeemed people.

I. The First Great Discourse in Matthew (The Sermon on the Mount)—Matthew 5-7; Luke 6: 17-49

Mark does not record the Sermon on the Mount. Because of the differences in the accounts, some
expositors have determined that they are two different sermons. For example, Luke says that Jesus
descended with his disciples and “stood on a level place” (v. 17), while Matthew says that Jesus went
up on a mountain (5: 1). The problem is solved very simply if there was a level place on the mountain
from which Jesus could teach. It is doubtful that they are two different sermons, but there are different
emphases by Matthew and Luke. Three groups of people are taught: the apostles, a large multitude of
regular followers called “disciples”, and a “great throng of people”. This is not made clear in Matthew
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who gives the impression that the sermon could have been preached only to the “disciples”, whether
the broader group or to the twelve. However, the content of the sermon makes amply clear that
multitudes of people are present. The timing of the sermon is most likely immediately after his
choosing of the twelve apostles (Geldenhuys, p. 209). This context fits well with the Second Great
Discourse which occurs immediately after the commissioning of the twelve for missionary service
(Matt. 10).

1. The Structure of the Sermon

The structure of the gospel according to Matthew is a restatement of the history of Israel (Vern
Poythress, The Shadow of Christ in the Law of Moses, Chapter 17, “Fulfillment of the Law in the Gospel
According to Matthew ). We can see this development in the following ways:

(1) The genealogy of Jesus begins with Abraham, corresponding to the beginning of the Jewish nation
in Abraham.

(2) Jesus is born supernaturally corresponding to the miraculous birth of Isaac to Abraham.

(3) Jesus’ life is threatened corresponding to Pharaoh’s murder of male Israelite infants.

(4) Joseph, Mary and Jesus flee to Egypt, and his return to the land promised to the fathers corresponds
to Israel’s move to Egypt and the exodus. Jesus, like Moses, is the new deliverer.

(5) Jesus is led up into the wilderness for forty days to be tested, even as Israel was tested for 40 years
in the wilderness; contrary to the Israelites who wanted to live by bread alone, Jesus quotes the Law
(6) Jesus heals diseases among the people corresponding to God’s deliverance of Israel from the
diseases of Egypt (Dt. 7: 15)

(7) Jesus is the great Law-giver and a prophet, the one Moses promised the people (Dt. 18: 18-19).

While Matthew 1—4 concentrates on the narrative portions of the Pentateuch (the five books of
Moses), Matthew 5—7 concentrates on the teaching of Jesus as the new Law-giver corresponding to
Moses (Poythress, p. 255). Even the geographical setting of the Sermon on the Mount (upon a
mountain) draws the reader’s attention to the resemblance of Moses’ receiving the Law on Mount
Horeb. Chamblin has noted that just before Jesus began to teach, he “sat down” (5: 1), an act which
Matthew used to remind his readers that Jesus was “sitting in Moses’ seat” (Matt. 23: 2; Chamblin,
Matthew, unpublished class notes, p. 34). As the legitimate interpreter of the Mosaic Law, Jesus’ action
is set in contrast to the scribes and Pharisees who twisted the Mosaic legislation with the traditions of
men.

The beatitudes themselves (vv. 3-12) remind us of the covenant renewal ceremony of Deuteronomy
27-28 during which the curses and blessings of the covenant were pronounced upon the Israelites from
Mt. Ebal and Mt. Gerizim respectively (Poythress, p. 256). The Beatitudes, therefore, must be seen
within the broader context of covenant obedience or disobedience to the law of God which will either
be blessed or cursed. With the blessings of the Beatitudes, there are implied curses for those whose
lives do not conform to the Beatitudes. For example, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see
God” (v. 8), implies the opposite, that those who are not pure in heart will not see God. Explicit curses
upon those who disobey Jesus’ words come at the end of the Sermon (Matt. 7: 24-27; Frank Thielman,
Theology of the New Testament, p. 90). The blessings and curses form an inclusio bracketing the
main body of the sermon.
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Blessings (Matt. 5: 3-12)
Main body of the sermon
Curses (Matt. 7: 21-27)

Inclusio (inclusion)—the beginning and ending
“includes” everything in-between.

Thus, the Sermon on the Mount is not intended merely spiritual people who are interested in obedience,
but for everyone making a claim to membership in the kingdom. For those who claimed then—and for
those who claim now—that Christ was putting an end to the Law, he makes it clear that he did not
come to abolish the Law, but to fulfill the Law through his perfect obedience, both active and passive.
Unless one’s practical righteousness—for this is the righteousness of which he speaks—exceeds the
practical righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, he will not enter the kingdom of heaven (v. 20).
The righteousness required of kingdom citizens must “surpass” the false self-righteousness of the
scribes and Pharisees who measured themselves, not by the perfect righteousness found in the Law,
but by convenient interpretations of the Law which suited their own ends.

Therefore, those who teach that the law of God is no longer relevant for the “New Testament Christian”
must explain why the whole structure of Matthew 1—7 in general and the Sermon on the Mount in
particular recapitulates the history of Israel and God’s covenant lawsuit against Israel. God chose Israel
to be a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (EX. 19: 6) to proclaim the glory of God to the nations.
This same purpose is reiterated (repeated) in the NT (1 Pet. 2: 9) and rings out loud and clear throughout
the Sermon on the Mount. Israel as a nation failed miserably in this high calling, but God’s original
purpose would not be frustrated. He sent his Son, Jesus Christ, to satisfy the curses of the Law for
disobedience but also to ensure the blessings of the new covenant through his perfect obedience. Such
obedience is imputed to believers legally by faith in Jesus Christ, but it is also generated practically in
the lives of believers who walk by faith and dependence upon the Holy Spirit who is working in them
(Phil. 2: 12-13). Thus, it is not the law that has ensured the obedience of God’s people, but grace
operating within us.

2. The Purpose of the Sermon

As Moses prepared the Israelites, the redeemed community, how to live in the theocracy of the Old
Covenant, so Jesus prepares believers how to live in the kingdom of God or the New Covenant which
he is inaugurating with his own blood (Chamblin, p. 34). Classical dispensationalists have limited the
application of the sermon to believers living in the thousand-year Millennial kingdom (according to
their interpretation of Revelation 20) when Christ will physically rule the world from his throne in
Jerusalem. As interpreted, the sermon has little evangelistic value in pointing the unbeliever to a saving
relationship with Christ. John F. Walvoord, one the leading proponents of dispensationalism in the last
century and former president of Dallas Theological Seminary, the leading dispensational seminary in
the US, even goes so far to say that there is no presentation of the gospel in the sermon.

That the Sermon on the Mount presents ethical content all agree. That it delineates the gospel that Jesus
Christ died and rose again, that it presents justification by faith, or is suitable to point an unbeliever to
salvation in Christ is plainly not the intent of this message....The Sermon on the Mount, as a whole, is not
church truth precisely....1t falls short of presenting the complete rule of life expounded at a greater length in
the epistles, and it is not intended to delineate justification by faith or the gospel of salvation (Matthew—
Thy Kingdom Come, pp. 44-45).

At the same time, Walvoord does not relegate (assign to an inferior position) the sermon to irrelevance
until the Millennium.
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A careful reading of what Christ said makes it obvious, however, that the principles of the kingdom are far
more than merely rules for a future millennium (p. 45).

A majority of reformed theologians generally reject a literal interpretation of the millennial kingdom
and claim that the church age and the millennial kingdom coincide (occur at the same time) and that
we are now living in the millennial kingdom in which the gospel is triumphant throughout the world.
This obviously puts a different slant on how one interprets Jesus’ ethical instructions throughout the
sermon. Jesus intended these truths to be applied by his disciples both then and now. The sermon has
eternal relevance both during the gospel era and for all time. Throughout the sermon the righteousness
of the kingdom is held out as the standard of conduct for all who would claim citizenship in the kingdom
of God. False righteousness—the external righteousness of the Pharisees—would not suffice (5: 20),
but only the inward righteousness which Christ promulgated (officially published) as the new Moses.
He is the prophet promised by Moses, the prophet who speaks in the name of the Lord, the prophet
who is Lord and whom everyone must heed in everything he says (Deut. 18: 18-19).

At the same time, the sermon should not be interpreted as a new way of earning salvation any more
than the Law of Moses could impart salvation (Gal. 3: 21). Our inability to keep the law for salvation
is the reason Christ came to die.

Is the Law then contrary to the promises of God? May it never be! For if a law had been given which was
able to impart life, then righteousness would indeed have been based on law. (Galatians 3:21 NASB)

Rather, the sermon is an expression of the holiness of God which must be—and will be—expressed in
practical ways in the lives of those who are saved by grace—those who are “poor in spirit” and “mourn”
over their sinfulness, those who are “peacemakers”. Even a casual examination of the Sermon on the
Mount reveals our inability to live this way apart from the saving operation of supernatural grace. It is
important, then, that we take note of where Christ begins the sermon, “with gospel, not law. Jesus is
pronouncing blessings, not issuing orders....He speaks of those who are such persons; he does not
command listeners to become such persons....This provides a vital foundation for the subsequent
teaching (5: 17-48) about law-keeping. The gifts of love come before the demands of love” (Chamblin,
unpublished, p. 34; emphasis his).

Furthermore, we must understand the relationship between obedience and fellowship with Christ. For
some time before the Sermon on the Mount, Christ had gathered together a group of disciples with
whom he had formed an intimate community. From that broader group he had also chosen a small
band of twelve apostles who were privileged to enjoy an even closer fellowship with Christ. The
multitudes which were listening to the sermon had not been part of this closer fellowship; nevertheless,
they knew this to be Jesus’ method of communicating the truths of the kingdom of God. Edersheim
summarizes this method.

Christ came to found a Kingdom, not a School; to institute a fellowship, not to propound a system. To the
first disciples all doctrinal teaching sprang out of fellowship with Him. They saw Him, and therefore
believed; they believed, and therefore learned the truths connected with Him, and springing out of Him. So
to speak, the seed of truth which fell on their hearts was carried thither from the flower of His Person and
Life (Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, p. 528, emphasis mine).

Thus, Jesus was not expounding the Beatitudes or the moral principles of the law as a method of
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salvation or as something achievable. The transformation of character envisioned in the sermon is
accomplished only through a relationship to Him as the Messiah without which the disciple is left
equally as helpless as the Israelite at Mt. Sinai (cf. Heb. 12: 18-24).

Yet, Christ does make demands in this sermon, not suggestions which are optional for obedience.
Although there are no curses in the first part of the sermon, but only blessings, the curses for
disobedience are not the less evident later in the sermon (vv. 21-48). In Luke’s version, the four
blessings of Luke 6: 20-23 are followed immediately by the four “woes” of vv. 24-26 which are
analogous to the curses of the covenant in Deuteronomy. There is no wall of division in the NT between
the Law and the Gospel as it is taught by Christ and the Apostles. They teach emphatically that we
cannot be saved by the Law—otherwise Christ’s coming would not have been necessary (Gal. 3: 21).
Yet, we are not saved so that we can live lawlessly.

For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did: sending His own Son in the
likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for sin, He condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the requirement
of the Law might be fulfilled in us, who do not walk according to the flesh, but according to the Spirit (Rom.
8: 3-4 NASB).

Jesus said in no uncertain terms, “And why do you call Me, ‘Lord, Lord,” and do not do what I say?”
(Lk. 6: 46) as well as, “If you love Me, you will keep My commandments” (Jn. 14: 15). Is this not the
same theology as Jesus’ brother James who insisted,

What use is it, my brethren, if a man says he has faith, but he has no works? Can that faith save him? If a
brother or sister is without clothing and in need of daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace, be
warmed and be filled,” and yet you do not give them what is necessary for their body, what use is that? Even
so faith, if it has no works, is dead, being by itself (James 2: 14-17 NASB).

This same doctrine permeates the Sermon on the Mount—not a doctrine of salvation by works, but a
doctrine of “salvation that works”—that changes lives.

This brings us to the major purpose of the sermon expressed briefly above. The sermon establishes
Jesus’ role as the new law-giver and the inaugurator of the new covenant. It also gives us practical
ethical instruction for living in the kingdom of God. We are not waiting for this kingdom to come in
the form of an earthly millennium; we are presently living in this kingdom—one which is invisible to
unbelievers (Jn. 3: 3). In order to make this invisible kingdom of God visible, we are instructed to be
“the salt of the earth” and “the light of the world”. How do we do this? We do this the same way Jesus
did it, through word and deed.

The reason Christianity is not credible to so many unbelievers is that professing Christians speak only
in words but not actions. Their message of salvation through belief in Jesus Christ does not speak to
the unbelieving world because the salvation preached is not changing lives or culture. For the gospel
to be effective in any culture, the salt has to be tasty and the light has to shine in the open so that men
may glorify our Father who is in heaven. Otherwise, God is “blasphemed among the nations” (Rom.
2: 24) for the hypocrisy of those who hold on to a form of Christianity but have denied its power (2
Tim. 3: 1-5). Thus to claim, as Walvoord does, that the Sermon on the Mount is not “suitable to point
an unbeliever to salvation in Christ” is unworthy of the Sermon on the Mount.
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3. The Error of Literalism in Interpreting the Sermon

Perhaps the errors which have abounded can be partly attributed to the wooden literalism which
has attended its interpretation. For example, Carson has noted the error of the Anabaptist—Mennonite
tradition (Matthew, p. 127).

The resulting philosophy of pacifism in the context of a power-loving world demands the conclusion that
Christians should not seek to be involved in affairs of state. This tradition rightly perceives the separate
status of the believing community, which must not be confused with the world (e.g. 7: 13-14, 21-23). But
it is insensitive to the place of this sermon in the progress of redemption and absolutizes some of its teaching
in a way incompatible with its context and with other Scripture (see on 5: 38-42; 6: 5-8).

In other words, is Jesus commanding believers to allow someone, anyone, to slap us at any time without
any resistance on our part? What if this person does this every day? Or what if he is no longer satisfied
with a slap on the cheek, but wishes to further satisfy his sadistic tendencies by bludgeoning you with
his fists until you are black, blue, bloody and unconscious? And what if he is no longer satisfied with
abusing you, but turns in wrath to your wife or children? Do you stand by and watch? We all know
that such violent people exist, and few proponents of a literal interpretation of Jesus’ words would be
willing to go this far in a literal application.

To take another example that Carson has mentioned, if someone sued you in court (5: 40), would you
allow him to take not only your coat, but everything you own? The passage does not imply that our
compliance (agreement) with his avarice (greed) should terminate with the coat—that is, unless our
wooden literalism limits our liability to articles of clothing. It implies that we should not “resist him
who is evil” (v. 39) even to the point of giving up what is lawfully ours in certain circumstances. The
difficulty in interpreting the passage is in determining what those circumstances are. Should we
indiscriminately loan to people with a poor record of repayment (v. 42)? We would soon be begging.

Finally, consider the ultimate sacrifice Jesus is commanding, “And if your right eye makes you stumble,
tear it out, and throw it from you; for it is better for you that one of the parts of your body perish, than
for your whole body to be thrown into hell” (5: 29). Have any of us not sinned with our eyes, and have
any of us lost an eye or a hand on that account? | sincerely doubt that there are any eye-pluckers or
hand-choppers reading this, and we all know that one eye or one hand can make us stumble as quickly
as two. Obviously then, we need to careful about wooden, literal interpretations of everything in the
Sermon on the Mount as well as the error of absolutizing Jesus’ commands without careful
consideration of the context.

4. Jesus as the New Law-Giver

Based on what has been said thus far, the reader could get the impression that 1 am presenting the
Sermon on the Mount as nothing more than a copy and paste of Moses. Such is not the case. That Jesus
corrected the Pharisaical perversions of the Law of Moses is evident, and some expositors major on
this point; but he did far more than correct Pharisaical perversions. He carefully promulgated (officially
announced) the deeper, more spiritual meaning of the Law. For example, he said, “You have heard
that it was said, “You shall not commit adultery’; but I say to you, that everyone who looks on a woman
to lust for her has committed adultery with her already in his heart” (5: 28). Did Moses ever say or
even imply that one had committed adultery by lusting after a woman who was not his wife? Adultery
was punishable by death in the OT, but was anyone ever put to death for lusting? Yet, before God’s
eternal court, lusting for someone other than your spouse is adultery.
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Progressive revelation must be considered in determining how the OT Israelite would have interpreted
and applied the Ten Commandments. Although the Law of Moses was externalized and often perverted,
the Sermon on the Mount would not have been unnecessary for God’s people even if the law had not
been perverted. The motive of love to God and to one’s neighbor was imbedded in the Law, a fact
which is evident from Deuteronomy 6: 5 and Leviticus 19: 18. Further, the law against coveting is
entirely internal rather than external. Nevertheless, while the Law of Moses concentrated on the
external, more obvious violations of the moral law of God, Christ concentrated on the internal
violations of the law and the attitude of the heart (Poythress, p. 258).

Furthermore, in the entire exposition of the moral requirements of kingdom, Christ did not rely on the
Rabbinic tradition or even on the authority of Moses himself, but entirely on his own authority. John
G. Reisinger has pointed out that Christ is not just another Rabbi interpreting the Mosaic Law. Had he
only been appealing to the logical implications of the Mosaic Law, then any other Rabbi in Israel could
have done the same thing he did.

All Christ would be doing is appealing to logic as the foundation of His statement and accusing the Pharisees
of ignorance for not applying the correct reasoning to the stated truth in the commandment. Christ would
be merely the latest and greatest Rabbi giving the true interpretation of Moses. In no sense could he have
been speaking with the authority of a new Lawgiver if this view is correct. Christ would be merely an
interpreter of truth but in no sense a giver of new truth. He would be pointing us to Moses, and not to
Himself, as our final authority (But | Say Unto You,..., p. 17, emphasis his).

Although he often refutes the mishandling of the law by the Pharisees, he sometimes quotes the law
exactly as itis in the OT (using the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the OT). For example, Matthew
5: 21, 27, 31, and 38 are direct quotations from the Law, but Jesus makes his own authoritative
qualifications of each one of them. Even in the one quotation where Jesus quotes an obvious Rabbinical
addition to the law (5: 43), He goes beyond the Mosaic regulations. The Mosaic Law never said to
“hate your enemy”, but it also never said to “love your enemy” (Lev. 19: 18 says, “love your
neighbor”). We have clear commands in the OT for Israel to destroy their enemies because they are
also the enemies of God (Num. 31: 1-20; Deut. 20: 10-20). The requirement of mass destruction of
God’s enemies—the Canaanites—would certainly be interpreted by the common Israelite as a
requirement to hate God’s enemies (Poythress, p. 261). (It would be very difficult to love someone
while you are putting a sword through his heart.)

The imprecatory Psalms make it clear that believers are required to hate the enemies of God—“Do 1
not hate those who hate Thee, O Lord? And do | not loathe those who rise up against Thee?”” (Ps. 139:
21). This is not a hatred of unbelievers for personal reasons, but a holy zeal for the honor of God
which is trampled underfoot by unbelievers. But it is clear from Matthew 5: 44-46 that there is another
truth to be held alongside of this one. God also loves his enemies by giving them the necessary sun
and rain for their crops, and providing for the evil person as well as the good. In order to imitate His
behavior and demonstrate that we are his true sons, we must do the same by actually loving our enemies
and praying even for those who actively persecute us. The gospel of Jesus Christ presents a new
alternative to holy war and the physical destruction of God’s enemies. Through the love of Jesus Christ
shown to one’s enemies, they can be spiritually destroyed and restored—not physically annihilated—
by regeneration, repentance, and faith in Jesus Christ. Their “old man” can be crucified with Christ and
the “new man” can be raised up to walk in newness of life (Rom. 6: 4-5). Before conversion, all of us
were God’s enemies—*"“children of wrath” (Eph. 2: 3)—but since God was rich in mercy (2: 4) he sent
Christ at the “right time” to die for the ungodly (Rom. 5: 6).
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Thus, we can see how Christ completely reinterprets the OT law of holy war against unbelievers by
substituting a new kind of holy war—the “war” of love toward one’s enemies through kindness and
the preaching of the gospel. This war takes a new kind of territory—one’s heart and not his land. The
“sword of the Spirit” is now substituted for the metal sword. Therefore, Christ exercises his authority
to proclaim a new law which would never have been inferred from the Mosaic regulation based on
incomplete revelation. He did not come merely to repeat Moses, but to go beyond Moses in the
exposition of the moral law of God without at any time contradicting Moses. The adversative statement,
“But | say unto you”, does not always have to be interpreted as a correction to Rabbinic perversions of
Mosaic Law. Most of the time Jesus merely quotes the Law itself. Rather, the adversative (“but”)
should be understood as additional revelation of the meaning and application of the law or the
intensification of the Law’s requirements (Poythress, p. 258).

Furthermore, Christ left it to his apostles to continue the exposition of the moral law on the basis of
revelation which was not complete until his sacrificial atonement on the cross. This becomes clear
when Paul says in Ephesians 5: 25, “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church
and gave Himself up for her.” The substance of this commandment cannot be expressed in “You shall
not commit adultery.” While it is true that if a man loves his wife he will not commit adultery, there
is far more to loving one’s wife than being sexually faithful. Paul’s words do not merely have the
intent of suggestion or good advice, but the force of law equal to that of the Ten Commandments. His
understanding of the moral law relating to marriage was based on the progressive revelation of the
atoning work of Christ. Moreover, this is not the only evidence of a progressive understanding of the
moral law revealed in Paul’s letters. When confronting the two alienated women in Philippi, Paul did
not appeal to the sixth commandment but to the example of Christ who did not consider his own
interests ahead of ours but willingly laid aside his prerogatives as God to die on a cross for our sins
(Phil. 2: 1-11; cf. 4: 2). The practice of " self-sacrifice would more than solve the strained relationship
between these two women.

5. Citizens of the Kingdom—their Character
a. The Beatitudes in Matthew—Matt. 5: 1-12
(1) Spiritual and material

As mentioned above, the beatitudes are reminiscent of the blessings for obedience pronounced in the
covenant renewal ceremony of Deuteronomy 27—28. It is also not coincidental that the number of the
blessings—ten if you count v. 12—corresponds to the Ten Commandments of Exodus 20 (Edersheim,
Vol. 1, p. 529). As obedience to the Law of Moses would bring blessings to Israel (Deut. 28: 2), so
obedience to the conditions presented in the Beatitudes would bring blessing to anyone who would
heed them. But while the blessings enumerated in Deuteronomy 28: 3-13 are primarily material in
nature, save one (v. 9), only one of the blessings in the Beatitudes is explicitly material (v. 5). This
difference signals a distinctive departure from the typical Messianic expectations of the Jewish people
who were seeking merely a return to the material abundance of the Davidic and Solomonic kingdoms
when their enemies had been subdued and prosperity abounded (2 Sam. 7: 1; 1 Kings. 10: 21).
Nevertheless, the one explicit material blessing encompasses all material blessings—the earth. The
earth is material and every created thing in it. Moreover, the promise of the kingdom of heaven in vv.
3 and 10 should be understood in the dual sense of spiritual and material. The kingdom of heaven is
not merely spiritual. It includes material space and time in which the reign and rule of God holds sway
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over all men in every area of life, including his material dominion pursuits. It is only when the kingdom
is consummated that men will have the full spiritual ability to exercise godly dominion over the whole
earth.

In one point in His ministry, Jesus asked the question, “For what will it profit a man if he gains the
whole world and forfeits his soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?” (Matt. 16:26
NASB) In the sermon, he is promising the whole world as a reward to those who submit to his reign
and rule. The exchange is inevitable; it is just a question of what kind of exchange takes place. Either
we exchange the temporal world for our eternal souls, or we exchange our eternal souls for the temporal
world. But we find in the NT, and explicitly in the teachings of Jesus, that the believer, by favoring a
spiritual relationship with Christ, will have the material reward as well.

The blessings of the kingdom are primarily (but not exclusively) spiritual—entrance into the kingdom,
righteousness, mercy, seeing God, satisfaction of spiritual hunger and thirst, sonship. But we must not
drive a wedge between the material and spiritual. Man is created body and soul, and the blessings of
the kingdom apply to the whole man. Nevertheless, without a relationship with God, there can be no
comprehensive enjoyment of material blessings, including the physical earth (v. 5) in which
righteousness will dwell (2 Pet. 3: 13). Using a human analogy, sexual intercourse in marriage is very
enjoyable, a great blessing. But without a warm, loving relationship with one’s spouse, sex is
minimized to a dull routine , a mere relief of the sexual urge; or it may even be unenjoyable, something
to be avoided. Eventually husband and wife may be seriously tempted to find sexual fulfillment in
another partner. It is the relationship that maximizes sexual pleasure. Likewise, it is our relationship
with God that maximizes our enjoyment of his material benefits.

“Better is a little with the fear of the LORD Than great treasure and turmoil with it. " Better is a dish of
vegetables where love is Than a fattened ox served with hatred” (Proverbs 15:16-17 NASB).

(2) The counter-intuitiveness of the messianic kingdom

Jesus does not use the expression, “messianic kingdom” in any of his discourses since the Jewish
concept of the Messianic kingdom had been progressively distorted to signify a merely earthly Messiah
with political power. Jesus shunned any attempt of the masses to promote him as such a king, the very
reason he ordered those he healed to keep quiet about his miraculous powers (Matt. 8: 4; 16: 20; Lk. 8:
56). At the very outset of the sermon, Jesus makes it very clear that the blessings of the kingdom of
heaven will not be bestowed according to usual expectations. The kingdom of heaven will belong to
the “poor in spirit”, not the self-assertive; to those who “mourn” over their sin, not the religiously self-
satisfied; to those who are “gentle”, not the aggressive, etc. Contrary to cultural expectations, the
kingdom would be offered even to those who were economically poor (Lk. 6: 20).

Jesus’ teaching is in full agreement with the preaching of John the Baptist who charged the people to
repent for the kingdom of heaven was at hand (Matt. 3: 2). The Beatitudes must not be seen as personal
character which must be achieved to enter the kingdom. A careful examination of the Beatitudes makes
clear that such characteristics are not achievable by sinful people. (Analogously, the ten
commandments could not be obeyed by sinful people.) Furthermore, Jesus does not say, “Blessed are
they who become poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” He says, “Blessed are the poor
in spirit...” The Beatitudes are characteristics of those who are products of grace. They are not qualities
earned through hard work. This is counterintuitive to the expectation of the Scribes and Pharisees who
believed the kingdom was something to be achieved through keeping the law.
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They are, nevertheless, developing characteristics of those who have entered the kingdom of heaven
and are actively participating with the work of the Spirit in their continuing sanctification. People who
are devoid of these characteristics will not inherit the kingdom (cf. Gal. 5: 19-21; 1 Cor. 6: 9-10; Matt.
25: 31-46). If we inherit the earth, we will be meek and gentle. If we are comforted, we will mourn
over our sin. People who do not fit these descriptions are not believers. The condition for seeing God
IS to be pure in heart. Only if we are merciful people will we receive mercy. The comprehension of
God’s mercy to us transforms us into merciful people. If we are not merciful, transformation has not
occurred, and we are still alienated from God and man (Matt. 18: 23-35), cut off from the kingdom of
God. Analogously, the Israelites’ enjoyment of the blessing of land was conditional upon obedience
to the Mosaic Covenant, and their disobedience resulted in expulsion from the land through exile. The
difference in the New Covenant—a better covenant—is that the conditions of obedience and enjoyment
of the covenant promises are guaranteed through the active and passive obedience of Christ, who has
fulfilled the Law, and through the presence of the Spirit who gives every true believer the new
disposition to hate sin and love righteousness.

So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in
my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling; ** for it is God who is at work in you, both to
will and to work for His good pleasure. (Phil. 2:12-13 NASB)

None of the conditions of the covenant have anything to do with inherent merit or ability; they are
inward graces produced by God alone. As Augustine said, “Lord, give me what you require, and then
require what you will.”

To be poor in spirit is to recognize that we are spiritually bankrupt and have nothing to offer God to
merit his favor. This was logically a good place to begin the sermon for this was the very heart of the
matter in ancient Israel and continues to be so today. After 1500 hundred years of Jewish failure, the
people were still presumptuously putting the cart before the horse. The Law was being taught as the
moral will of God for his people but not as a means of comprehending the absolute necessity of grace
(Gal. 3: 24).

Therefore the Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, so that we may be justified by faith. (Gal. 3:24
NASB)

Rabbinical tradition, ignoring man’s inward pollution, taught the Law as a reachable standard. The
Law promised life for those who kept it perfectly (Lev. 18: 5; Deut. 30: 15-16; Neh. 9: 29; Ezek. 18:
19)

'So you shall keep My statutes and My judgments, by which a man may live if he does them; | am the LORD.
(Lev. 18:5 NASB)

"See, | have set before you today life and prosperity, and death and adversity; *°in that | command you today
to love the LORD your God, to walk in His ways and to keep His commandments and His statutes and His
judgments, that you may live and multiply, and that the LORD your God may bless you in the land where
you are entering to possess it. 1’ "But if your heart turns away and you will not obey, but are drawn away
and worship other gods and serve them, * | declare to you today that you shall surely perish. You will not
prolong your days in the land where you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess it. **"'I call heaven and
earth to witness against you today, that | have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. So
choose life in order that you may live, you and your descendants, % by loving the LORD your God, by
obeying His voice, and by holding fast to Him; for this is your life and the length of your days, that you may
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live in the land which the LORD swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to give them." (Deut.
30:15-20 NASB)

Even Jesus used this promise to challenge the self-righteousness of the ruler and the lawyer (Lk. 10:
25-28; 18: 18-22; Matt. 19: 16-24).

And a lawyer stood up and put Him to the test, saying, "Teacher, what shall | do to inherit eternal life?" 2
And He said to him, "What is written in the Law? How does it read to you?" ? And he answered, "YOU
SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL,
AND WITH ALL YOUR STRENGTH, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND; AND YOUR NEIGHBOR AS
YOURSELF."?® And He said to him, "You have answered correctly; DO THIS AND YOU WILL LIVE."
(LK. 10:25-28 NASB)

A ruler questioned Him, saying, "Good Teacher, what shall | do to inherit eternal life?" *°* And Jesus said to
him, "Why do you call Me good? No one is good except God alone. % "You know the commandments, 'DO
NOT COMMIT ADULTERY, DO NOT MURDER, DO NOT STEAL, DO NOT BEAR FALSE
WITNESS, HONOR YOUR FATHER AND MOTHER." 2! And he said, "All these things | have kept from
my youth." 2 When Jesus heard this, He said to him, "One thing you still lack; sell all that you possess and
distribute it to the poor, and you shall have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me." % But when he had
heard these things, he became very sad, for he was extremely rich. * And Jesus looked at him and said, "How
hard it is for those who are wealthy to enter the kingdom of God! % "For it is easier for a camel to go through
the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God." (Lk. 18:18-25 NASB)

But the promise of life was hypothetical. Truly, if a man could keep the law, the reward of obedience
would be life. Jesus himself earned life by keeping the law perfectly, but not for himself since he never
forfeited life through disobedience. He earned life for those who believe in him. Since the conditions
of the Law could not be met by sinners, Paul says that a salvation by law-keeping was never a viable
alternative to believing. “For if a law had been given which was able to impart life, then righteousness
would indeed have been based on law” (Galatians 3:21). While setting the conditions for life, the law
could not impart life.

Sooner or later, any doctrine of man which assumes his ability to keep the law of God flawlessly must
necessarily dilute (water down) its requirements to manageable obedience. If God tells us to jump
three feet off the ground, and we can only manage two with our best effort, pretty soon we will convince
ourselves that God really only meant two. These manageable standards normally include mere external
requirements which fail to touch the crux (decisive issue) of the matter—the inward corruption of the
heart. Hatred is not such a damnable offense as long as we don’t kill anyone. Lusting after another
man’s wife is excusable as long as we don’t actually have sex. Such was the common opinion, and the
Sermon on the Mount was a corrective to the minimum standard approach to personal righteousness
which could not give one entrance into the kingdom of heaven (5: 20). One’s righteousness must exceed
that of the scribes and Pharisees (Matt. 5: 20).

The blessings of the kingdom go against the natural inclinations of the human heart and are opposed to
our normal expectations. Apart from faith, no one seriously believes that the whole earth will one day
belong to the meek or humble (Matt. 5: 5). Fifteen hundred years before Christ, Moses was the meekest
man on earth (Num. 12: 3). Being “meek” does not mean being “weak”; it means that the meek person
is gentle and does not push himself to the front at the expense of others but lives for the sake of others.
Moses could have lived in the lap of Egyptian luxury as a heartless and exploitative tyrant, but he was
willing to forego those privileges in order to identify with his enslaved people as their deliverer (Heb.
11: 24-25). Jesus was God, but he was willing to temporarily set aside his rights and privileges as God
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to take the form of a servant in order to lift others up to God. Humility was not a virtue in the ancient
world because it was not distinguished from forced servitude (A.T. Robertson, Word Pictures, Bible
Works; Carson, Matthew, p. 133). Through His example of servant-leadership, Jesus lived out the true
definition of humility and meekness. Not being under any external constraint to be meek and humble,
he chose voluntarily to humble himself to the point of death.

Mourning over sin and unrighteousness goes together with hungering and thirsting for
righteousness (v. 6). Carson has pointed out that Jesus is not talking about imputed righteousness
which comes from faith—a doctrine later developed by the Apostle Paul—but personal righteousness
which is the consequence of imputed righteousness (Matthew, p. 134). This interpretation is consistent
with what Jesus says in Matthew 5: 20. There is both a personal and social dimension to righteousness
included in the beatitude (Hendriksen, p. 270). The true citizen of the kingdom mourns over his own
shortcomings, grieving that his sin is the occasion of the Father’s sorrow (cf. Gen. 6: 6). The greatest
joy of the Christian is to please his Father (Matt. 25: 21); grieving Him is his greatest disappointment.

But our mourning should not be limited to personal failures alone. “Love does not rejoice in
unrighteousness, but rejoices in the truth.” It is a mark of impiety to be satisfied with personal
righteousness alone when the world at large is polluted with relentless lawlessness. Daniel mourned
over the sins of the whole exiled nation (Dan. 9: 1-20; Hendriksen, p. 270). Isaiah, like Daniel,
recognized that he was a sinful man living among sinful people. His reaction to the vision of God upon
His throne was one of horror, not self-satisfaction—“Woe is me, for | am ruined! Because | am a man
of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of
hosts” (Isa. 6: 5).

It is equally impious to be concerned for social justice and righteousness without any concern for
personal righteousness. The world does not lack for social activists who self-righteously condemn
systemic evils plaguing political and social bureaucracies but at the same time excuse personal
corruption in themselves. Many former American presidents, including one recent one, have fit this
category. It’s a case of the pot calling the kettle black when, in fact, both are black. What is good for
the whole society is also good for the individual. The Apostle Paul warns us of philanthropy
(benevolence toward others) devoid of the love of Christ—“And if I give all my possessions to feed
the poor, and if | deliver my body to be burned [i.e. sacrificed for others], but do not have love, it profits
me nothing” (1 Cor. 13: 3).

Likewise to hunger and thirst for righteousness is both personal and social. We long to be holy
ourselves, but we also long for the kingdom of God to come and his will to be done on earth as it is in
heaven among all its inhabitants (Matt. 6: 10). We will not be satisfied as believers until “the earth [is]
filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea” (Hab. 2: 14). We are
promised that in due time this desire will be satisfied (Matt. 6: 6). Those who hunger for personal
righteousness and social justice will one day see the kingdom of God come in its full manifestation of
power and glory. We will enjoy “a new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells” (2
Pet. 3: 13).

Mercy is at the heart of the gospel, and only those who demonstrate this mercy to others will ultimately
receive it. On the surface it sounds as if showing mercy is the cause of receiving it. Actually, the
opposite is true. Those who have received the mercy of God will inevitably show mercy to others. The
kindness of God to us results in our kindness to others. When we realize how much we have been
forgiven, we will be ready and willing to forgive others of their short-comings toward us. We will
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exhibit sinful exceptions to this rule, but if our normal disposition toward others lacks the spirit of
mercy and forgiveness, it suggests that we have never comprehended the gospel. God’s forgiveness
will change us—no exceptions. Christ illustrates this principle in Matthew 18: 21-35 in the parable of
the unforgiving servant. The servant who owed a huge sum of money to his king was forgiven this
debt, but he refused to forgive his fellow slave who owed him only a small sum of money. When the
king discovered what he did, he changed his mind and punished this slave. The argument in the parable
is from the lesser to the greater. If we are not willing to forgive the few sins of others, God will refuse
to forgive our many sins. Jesus interprets the parable for us in v. 35, “So shall My heavenly Father
also do to you, if each of you does not forgive his brother from your heart.” Again, we must read
between the lines of this parable lest we come to the conclusion that mercy and forgiveness are works
of merit. The order is: we first receive mercy as a gift, and this mercy transforms us into merciful
people. If we ourselves are not merciful, then we have never received God’s mercy. The abundant
mercy of the kingdom should have transformed the first servant, but he did not comprehend its
significance.

Mercy is not limited to forgiveness, but includes relieving the suffering of others. Martyn Lloyd-Jones
defines it as “pity plus action” toward those who have no claim to our mercy (Studies in the Sermon on
the Mount, Vol. 1, p. 99). Said another way, “Mercy relieves the consequences of sin in the lives of
others (both sinners and those who are sinned against)” (Sinclair B. Ferguson, The Sermon on the
Mount: Kingdom Life in a Fallen World, p. 31). The parable of the Good Samaritan is given to us as
an illustration not only of loving one’s neighbor but of defining who our neighbor is. The context of
the passage begins in Luke 10: 25 when Jesus is approached by a lawyer (an expert in the Mosaic Law)
who asked him how to inherit eternal life. Jesus’ answer to him was essentially, “Keep the Law” (cf.
vv. 26, 28). We must not accuse Jesus either of legalism or deception, for this is what the Law said
(Deut. 8: 1, see comments above). The lawyer understandably felt cornered, and “wishing to justify
himself” he said, “And who is my neighbor?” If he could restrict the definition of “neighbor” to a
person he loved, he might be able to say that he had loved his neighbor. After this, Jesus told the story
of the Good Samaritan who not only had pity on the person beside the road, but took action to relieve
his suffering. Not only this, but the Good Samaritan had no concern for the identity of the victim—
whether Jew, Gentile, or half-breed Samaritan like himself. It is possible that the priest and Levite
might have pitied the man, but they clearly showed no real concern for him. As they passed by in
silence, they may have mumbled something about how dreadful this man’s condition was or something
about the need for more jobs or law enforcement in Jericho to prevent violent theft, but none of this
social concern was much good to the beaten man. “Mercy is getting down on your hands and knees
and doing what you can to restore dignity to someone whose life has been broken by sin (whether his
own or that of someone else)” (Ferguson, p. 31).

To be pure in heart is the opposite of hypocrisy. It pertains not only to moral purity but also the
commitment of worship in which one gives himself whole-heartedly and single-mindedly to God each
day of the week. There must be no vacillation or hesitation in one’s allegiance to Christ’s kingdom.
In light of the history of the Jewish nation, who could never make up their minds whom they would
serve (Josh. 24: 15; 1 Kings 18: 21), purity of heart needed special emphasis. In the present context of
Jesus’ conflict with the Pharisees, the need for purity in opposition to hypocrisy would come up again
and again. The word “hypocrites” (hypocritai) is used sixteen times in the Synoptics (13 times in
Matthew alone) almost without exception with reference to the scribes and Pharisees. Jesus pronounces
seven woes upon the scribes and Pharisees in Matthew 23: 13-29—*“scribes, Pharisees, hypocrites”.
While presenting themselves to the public as examples of piety and devotion, inside they were like
“dead men’s bones”, full of uncleanness (Matt. 23: 27-28). This was so partly because their motives
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were impure. Their piety was not directed to promote the kingdom of God, but to promote their own
reputation among men, to build their personal religious kingdoms over men’s consciences which they
wished to subdue by their own traditions.

Clearly then, purity is not defined by what others think of us, but only by God’s perfect knowledge of
who we are. Robert Murray McCheyne has said, “You are what you are, alone, on your knees before
God” (sermon). We are nothing more than what God knows we are. Pretense of godliness before men
is futile. We are not speaking here of sinless perfection. The question is one of honest commitment to
the claims of God upon my life personally and His claims upon the world generally. Is He Lord
(Master) of my life, or is the world lord of my life? Do | have my eyes and affections fixed on Christ?
Do | think consistently about the new heavens and new earth (Col. 3: 1-2; phroneite—"keep thinking
about”; A.T. Robertson’ Word Pictures, Bible Works)? Do | consider the old person | once was and the
old life I once lived as dead and buried so that my reason for living is wrapped up (“hidden”) in Christ
(Col. 3: 3-5)? To be pure in heart, essentially, is to desire one thing—fellowship with Christ (Phil. 3:
7-10). This does not imply that we cannot enjoy anything else in this life, which would be unbiblical
asceticism, but that our enjoyment of anything else—the love of family, friends, and even a good
meal—cannot be disconnected from our enjoyment of Christ (1 Cor. 10: 31).

Christians who are like this have been accused by others of being so heavenly minded that they are no
earthly good. It is just the opposite. Christians who have trained their affections in one direction—the
kingdom of God—have done more good on earth than all others. These are the people who have
started hospitals and schools for the poor (William Carey), orphanages (Charles Spurgeon), who have
been politically active in the abolition of slavery (William Wilberforce), who have developed ministries
for feeding displaced refugees in Africa and other countries (Franklin Graham). Only those who are
not heavenly minded are no earthly good, for their affections and energies are focused inward rather
than outward (“whose god is their appetite, and whose glory is in their shame, who set their minds on
ecarthly things”—Col. 3: 9). Christians must guard against the tendency to set their hearts on earthly
things to the detriment of God’s kingdom (Matthew 6: 33).

Purity will be illustrated later in many ways throughout the sermon, especially as the cure for anxiety
(Matt. 6: 25-34). We should not be anxious for what we shall eat, drink, or wear. That which we seek
and long for should be the kingdom of God and His righteousness. If we do this, everything else will
fall into place.

Jesus offers no immediate success to those who cherish the ideals of this kingdom. Those who hunger
and thirst for righteousness will be persecuted by those who do not share these ideals (vv. 10-12). In
some ways, they will be like aliens in a foreign land, misunderstood and sometimes hated for being
different (Matt. 10: 34-36; Jn. 15: 18). They may be falsely accused for some of their beliefs (v. 11),
like Christians in the Roman Empire who were accused of cannibalism because they “ate” the body of
Christ and “drank™ his blood. They were charged with treason because they would not participate in
the state worship of Caesar. Christians in the US who speak out against homosexuality are called
“homophobes” (those who fear homosexuals) and are accused of hate crimes against them. In reality,
it is not the person who is hated but only the life-style, and many Christian ministries in the US have
emerged to help people who are struggling against the bondage of homosexuality. People in the US
fighting abortion are not waging a war against women, and many places have arisen to help unmarried
women find homes for their unborn children as an alternative to abortion. Christians are accused of
being self-righteous Pharisees, when the truth is that Christians are the only ones claiming to be
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deficient in personal righteousness. This is why we claim that Christ had to die for us, because our
righteousness was not good enough to save us.

In spite of the world’s misunderstanding and hatred, Christians are to be peacemakers (v. 9). If we
are living in a stable political environment, we could easily miss how radical this beatitude is. The
zealot movement in Palestine was an undercurrent of violent Jewish resistance against Roman
occupation, and there were those who believed that the Messiah would not come while the promised
land was ruled by foreign infidels. Jesus’ later loss of public support in Judea was partly the result of
his unwillingness to fit the roll of an earthly king with a political agenda. As N.T. Wright puts it, God
wishes to give Israel

...not the consolation of a national revival, in which her old wounds will be healed by inflicting wounds on
others, but the consolation awaiting those who are in genuine grief. Israel desires to inherit the earth (5.5);
she must do it in Jesus’ way, by meekness. Israel thirsts for justice (5.6); but the justice she is offered does
not come by way of battles against physical enemies. It is not the way of anger, of a ‘justice’ which really
means ‘vengeance’. It is the way of humility and gentleness. Israel longs for mercy, not least the
eschatological mercy of final rescue from her enemies (5.7). But mercy is reserved for the merciful, not the
vengeful (N.T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, p. 288).

The primary focus of being peacemakers is the “cessation of hostilities between man and God”
(Ferguson, p. 8). The cessation of hostility between man and man is included, but the first one is
primary. Men are at war with each other because they are at war with God in whose image they are
made. Christ came as an ambassador of God to proclaim peace to those who would lay down their
weapons and surrender to his lordship over their lives. He is “the prince of peace” (Isa. 9: 6) who has
also committed to His servants this ministry of reconciliation. We, too, become the designated
ambassadors of Christ pleading with men to be reconciled to God (2 Cor. 5: 18-20). Making peace with
God is their only hope. After the genocide in Rwanda, many of the Christians there were asking, “How
could this happen?” Eighty percent of the Rwandan population professed faith in Christ, so this was a
good question. The reason that such a thing could happen is that there had really been no real “cessation
of hostilities between man and God”; and, therefore, no genuine cessation of hostilities between man
and man. The Christian faith had been attached externally to an existing non-Christian belief system
which permits the continuation of warfare between the Hutu and Tutsi tribes. The Rwandans have
learned the hard lesson that external Christianity does not save a country from genocide.

The ultimate goal is not peace at any price. We cannot live for Christ and his kingdom without
offending some people, even if we are making every effort to be non-offensive. The message of the
gospel is intrinsically offensive to fallen man committed to his own self-sufficiency. Christ assures us
of this (vv. 10-12). But insofar as possible, we must live peacefully among men without violating our
own conscience before God (Acts 24: 16) and be patient with them in hopes that God will bring them
to the knowledge of the truth (2 Tim. 2: 24-25). We don’t have to look for opposition; it will come to
us inevitably as we attempt to live for Christ by exhibiting the characteristics of the kingdom in the
beatitudes. When persecution comes, we need to have a ready answer for why we believe and act as
we do (1 Pet. 3: 15), hoping that a gentle answer will not only turn away wrath (Prov. 15: 1), but will
bring others to a knowledge of the truth.

If such peace-making behavior could be consistently lived out by believers—and it isn’t by any of us—
it is likely that some of the persecution which comes our way could be avoided. Speaking from personal
experience, | have often been my own worst enemy because of my high-strung disposition and desire
to win an argument. | have won a few battles, but lost many wars. Some of our suffering is our own
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doing and is not “for the sake of righteousness” (v. 10). Yet, we must not shoulder the whole
responsibility lest we be overwhelmed by a sense of failure in personal relationships with unbelievers.
Very often, persecution can be avoided only if we remain sinfully silent, and many Christians remain
sinfully silent to maintain a false peace. In many parts of the world, Christians are being slandered,
imprisoned, and put to death simply because they are Christians. Men love darkness rather than light
and do not desire being exposed by the light (Jn. 3: 19).

When we are persecuted, there must be no retreat into self-pity, but rejoicing (cf. Acts 5: 41). We are
in good company with the OT prophets who were persecuted and put to death for speaking the truth (v.
12).

b. The Beatitudes in Luke—Luke 6: 17-23

Before continuing with Matthew, it is necessary that we notice the differences in Luke. | have already
pointed out the difference in the first Beatitude, “Blessed are the poor, for yours is the kingdom of
God”, instead of “Blessed are the poor in spirit....” Material poverty can be a blessing if it makes us
aware of our helplessness before God and leads us to repentance and faith (cf. Geldenhuys, Luke, p.
210). Poverty apart from repentance and faith is a curse. However, we must reckon with the difference
between Matthew and Luke. Poverty was considered a curse, and those who were poor were not
expected to enjoy the blessings of messianic kingdom. This attitude was evident in the disciples who
were surprised when Jesus said that it was hard for rich people to enter the kingdom of heaven. Their
response: “Then who can be saved?” In other words, if rich people, who are obviously favored by God,
will scarcely enter the kingdom, where does that leave the rest of us? By emphasizing the gospel to the
poor, Jesus demonstrated that the poor were not disqualified from the kingdom because of their
poverty. Poverty itself is not necessarily a curse; poor people will also inherit the kingdom through
repentance and faith.

The Gospel of Luke, when compared with the other Synoptics and John, appears to highlight the
importance of the gospel being presented to the poor. The sacrifice associated with purification given
by Joseph and Mary for Jesus in Luke 2: 22-24 was a sacrifice appropriate for poor people. Christ did
not appear in human history as a wealthy nobleman representing only a tiny percentage of the world’s
population, but as one who shared the poverty of the vast majority. Jesus’ mission is presented in Luke
(more so than in Matthew 11: 5) as the fulfillment of the Day of Jubilee which included the preaching
of the gospel to the poor, the release of slaves who had become slaves through poverty, and the
liberation of those who were oppressed (Luke 4: 18-21). The parable of the rich man and Lazarus the
poor man; the healing of the ten leprous men (who by virtue of their sickness were no doubt poor); the
story of Zaccheus who agreed to give half his possessions to the poor, and the parable of the rich fool
(Lk. 12: 16-21) are found only in Luke. Spiros Zodhiates, executive editor of the Hebrew-Greek Key
Word Study Bible, says in his introduction to the Gospel of Luke, “Special emphasis is placed upon the
kindness of Jesus toward women, the poor, the outcasts, the weak, and those who were suffering in
different ways.”

His identification with the poor continues in the remaining Beatitudes of Luke’s gospel. Those who
are hungry now should rejoice, for in the new heavens and earth they will be satisfied with whatever
they need materially. Their physical hunger, like their physical poverty, has facilitated their receptivity
to the good news of the gospel. Even though they are in much want now, they are really blessed because
their physical hunger is only for a short time compared to eternity. There are many who weep now
because of many afflictions—hunger, disease, injustice, exploitation, a sense of powerlessness, a
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seemingly hopeless future for them and their children—all of which could be helped by those with the
material means to do so. These will one day laugh with joy when God wipes every tear away (v. 21;
cf. Is. 25: 8; Rev. 7: 17). The afflictions of this sinful world will be the closest thing to hell they will
ever experience. Jesus is speaking to the believing poor, and not simply the poor. This is evident from
v. 22 when he tells them that they are blessed when they are hated, ostracized, and insulted for the
sake of the Son of Man. Indeed, we may expect such people to be the most grateful recipients of the
kingdom of God, and for this reason, the epicenter of Christianity is shifting from the developed world
to the developing world, Africa in particular. However, much work needs to be done in teaching the
implications of the Christian faith for mature and responsible discipleship, lest when prosperity does
come, it will hinder the church rather than help it. The remaining woes of vv. 24-26 are warnings of
the dangers of wealth.

Wealth can be a blessing or a curse (Deut. 28: 1-14; Deut. 8: 11-14) depending on our attachment to it
and use of it. The woes presented in vv. 24-26 are not to the rich per se, but to the unbelieving rich.
Their wealth has created a wall of resistance to the gospel of grace. Those who are rich in this world,
unless they repent, will one day be poor and destitute. They have their reward here and now, and this
world will be the closest thing to heaven they will ever receive. Those who eat the delicacies of this
world will one day be hungry, like the prodigal son whose quest for the world ended in poverty and
shame. Their laughing and merriment will be turned to mourning, and while they now receive the
respect and adulation of the world, they will not have the approbation (approval) of God. Such is the
terrible end for the unbelieving rich who “received [their] good things” (Lk. 16: 25) in this life, but are
now stripped naked of everything they cherished.

This somber picture of the rich is not meant to lessen the equally somber picture of everyone (poor or
middle-class) who departs this world without the riches of Christ. Again, Luke is presenting us with a
contrast not found as vividly in Matthew and Mark. There are those in this world who seem to have
everything, but have nothing; and then there are those who seem to have nothing, but in Christ Jesus
they have everything.

6. Citizens of the Kingdom—Their Influence in the World: Salt and Light (Matthew 5: 13-16)

The beatitudes clarify the metaphors of salt and light. Notice that Jesus does not say that we will be
salt and light, but that we are salt and light by virtue of who we are. Nevertheless, there is an implicit
condition in the verse. Salt that has become “tasteless” is good for nothing but to be thrown out and
trampled under foot. The true believer is the salt of the earth and the light of the world by virtue of the
kind of person he is. But who is a true believer? A true believer is one who habitually exhibits the
characteristics of salt and light.

Salt is and light are distinguishable from everything that is not salt and light. Likewise a believer’s life
is distinguishable from others who are not believers. Christians are in the world but not of the world
(Jn. 17: 11, 14). Itis not our goal to blend in, but to preserve and illuminate (Matt. 5: 14-16).

a. Salt
Salt is often used as a preservative for food; therefore, being the salt of the earth has often been
described as the preservative function of believers in a world spoiled and rotting because of sin. Jesus

does not seem to appeal to the preserving quality of salt in this passage, for he says that salt that has
become “tasteless” is good for nothing (v. 13). However, salt that has lost its function as seasoning
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has also lost its quality as a preservative. Both functions, and perhaps others, are probably in view
(Ferguson pp. 56-62).

As a preservative, salt has historically been rubbed into meat to keep it from spoiling. Before
refrigeration became available in the US, my grandparents would reserve an entire day during the dead
of winter for slaughtering hogs. The cold air (much colder than anything Africans have experienced)
would keep the meat icy cold until salt could be rubbed into the meat for long-term preservation. After
that, the meat could be stored indefinitely for later consumption. Christians are like this in society,
preserving the world from the rotting powers of deceit, immorality, covetousness, and violence. During
the days of Noah, the world of men became so hopelessly ruined that nothing, not even the
righteousness of Noah, could avert the anger of God from destroying it (Gen. 6). Were it not for God’s
promise not to destroy the world again with a flood, He would doubtless have repeated the deluge many
times over. Had there been only ten good people in Sodom and Gomorrah, God’s wrath against Sodom
and Gomorrah would have been turned away (Gen. 18: 32). Only ten would have been sufficient “salt”
to preserve the twin cities. In the same way, God has his people penetrating the world in every sphere
making it a better place, and by their good deeds they delay God’s wrath until the end of time when
God will no longer strive with men (Gen. 6: 3).

Where would the world be today without the influence of genuine Christianity—their integrity and
honesty in the market place, their care of the poor and the oppressed, their labors to educate the
underprivileged, their elevation of the status of women in society, their creation of modern science and
technology; their insistence for justice and truth in government? Where genuine Christians are lacking
in any society, the differences are noticeable even if not acknowledged. In any country in the world
where the Christian world-view has been deeply rooted, there is more justice, mercy, and dignity
afforded the common individual than in countries having any other world-view—Muslim, Hindu,
Buddhist, animist, etc. This is because Christians in every corner of society preserve the dignity of
humanity which is the image of God. On the contrary, life is often cheap in non-Christian cultures.

But Christians also provide the proper seasoning for any society or environment. Very often, the
presence of virtuous women will temper the rudeness and ungodliness of men. In the US, when the
Christian pastor visits the newcomer in the neighborhood, the “girly”” magazines are put away and the
language is cleaned up, however so briefly. Christians, male and female, should have this effect upon
people. Those unhindered in their immoral and coarse behavior become more hesitant, and sometimes
ashamed, to act indecently in the company of those who fear God.

For the time already past is sufficient for you to have carried out the desire of the Gentiles, having pursued
a course of sensuality, lusts, drunkenness, carousing, drinking parties and abominable idolatries. * In all this,
they are surprised that you do not run with them into the same excesses of dissipation, and they malign you;
> but they will give account to Him who is ready to judge the living and the dead. (1 Peter 4:3-5 NASB)

This does not at all imply that the Christian is someone who never has fun and wishes others to be as
miserable as he is, a common misconception. Christians have the potential of having more joy in life
than anyone else. The fruit of the Spirit is first of all, love, followed by joy (Gal. 5: 22), a joy which is
not limited to bearing burdens patiently, but is often expressed in colorful, tasteful humor. Martin
Luther, the fearful, morbid Catholic monk who took the medieval church by storm with his doctrinal
teaching of justification by faith alone, developed a very lively humor after his conversion. Finally, he
had something to laugh about. The funniest people I know are Christians who enjoy having a good
time. Above all people, we have a life worth celebrating!
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Even a few believers can have a very positive effect on many people. A little salt can go a long way
toward seasoning a whole meal. The purpose of the salt is to flavor the meal, not to dominate it so you
can’t taste anything else. Our speech, Paul says, should be seasoned with salt, “so that you may know
how you should respond to each person” (Col. 4: 6; cf. Eph. 4: 29; Ferguson, pp. 59-60). Our words
have the most potential in providing the saltiness which the world needs, provided they are matched
with our deeds. But both in speech and actions too much salt can be, well, too much. We don’t have
to be talkative, but engaging. We have to be efficient with our words so that they are not counted but
weighed by the kilogram. Our purpose is not to draw attention to ourselves but to Christ. And to do
this, it may not even be necessary to mention Christ.

But what happens when the salt has lost its flavor? The sodium chloride we know today as salt is a
stable compound which cannot lose its “saltiness”, but this was not the salt Jesus was referring to. The
salt of the ancient world was taken from the salt marshes, lagoons, or even scraped from rocks in the
Dead Sea area. It was not pure sodium chloride but was mixed with many impurities which diminished
its quality and usefulness over time (Hendriksen, p. 283; Carson, p. 138). When the salt had lost its
usefulness as a preservative or as seasoning, it was spread on the flat roofs of houses to harden the soil
and prevent leaks. Since flat roofs were common places for the entertainment of children or guests,
the worthless salt was “trampled”, quiet literally, “under foot by men” (Carson, p. 138).

Is Jesus teaching that person can lose his salvation as salt can lose its saltiness? This is not the intention
of the passage, which if taken out of context like so many other passages, can been used to support the
false doctrine that salvation bestowed as a gift of grace can be lost for lack of works—an inherently
contradictory statement. We can see striking parallels between this passage and so many others which
teach the necessity of perseverance—persistent belief which produces the fruit of righteousness. What
constitutes a true believer? Is it a credible profession of faith? Obviously not, otherwise Jesus never
would have said that those who preached and performed miracles would be barred from the kingdom
of heaven (Matt. 7: 22-23). Judas Iscariot doubtless professed loyalty to Christ at one time, and of him
Jesus lamented, “The Son of Man is to go, just as it is written of Him; but woe to that man by whom
the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been good for that man if he had not been born” (Matt. 26:
24). On Judgment Day other professing Christians will argue with Jesus saying, “Lord, when did we
see You hungry, or thirsty, or a stranger, or naked, or sick, or in prison, and did not take care of You?’
Then He will answer them, saying, ‘Truly | say to you, to the extent that you did not do it to one of the
least of these, you did not do it to Me.” And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the
righteous into eternal life” (Matt. 25: 44b-46).

So then, while a credible profession of faith in Christ is all that can be required for church membership,
it is not the final test by which a person is judged, “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of
Christ, that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he has done,
whether good or bad” (2 Cor. 5: 10), a verse which is in perfect agreement with the judgment of
Matthew 25: 31-46 (cf. Rom. 8: 13; 2 Cor. 11: 15; 2 Tim. 4: 14; Tit. 1: 16). But we must not conclude
that we are we saved by deeds rather than by faith in Christ. The consistent teaching of the Scriptures
is that we are saved by faith, not by works. Explicitly Paul says, “He saved us, not on the basis of
deeds which we have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the washing of
regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit” (Titus 3: 5). Nevertheless, the deeds we have done, or
not done, are accurate indicators of the genuineness of our faith or the lack thereof.
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“You will know them by their fruits. Grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes, nor figs from thistles, are
they? Even so, every good tree bears good fruit; but the bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot produce
bad fruit, nor can a bad tree produce good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and
thrown into the fire. So then, you will know them by their fruits” (Matt. 7: 16-20).

Jesus also said, “But the one who endures to the end, he shall be saved” (Matt. 24: 13; cf. 2 Tim. 2:
12). Thus, if our faith falters and does not endure, it is proved to be false. This is the whole point of
the parable of the sower, in which the same seed of the gospel is sown in different kinds of soil, but
produces fruit in none but the good soil (Matt. 13: 1-9, 18-23). We should not be surprised, then, that
many who initially show enthusiastic interest in the gospel will fall by the wayside. Jesus has warned
us in advance that this would happen.

But we also know from Scripture that the true believer will assuredly endure to the end.

No temptation has overtaken you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, who will not allow you
to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will provide the way of escape also, that
you may be able to endure it.” (1 Cor. 10: 13)

“My sheep hear My voice, and | know them, and they follow Me; and I give eternal life to them, and they
shall never perish; and no one shall snatch them out of My hand. My Father, who has given them to Me, is
greater than all; and no one is able to snatch them out of the Father’s hand.” (Jn. 10: 27-29)

What value does Jesus’ promise have that the believer will never perish if, indeed, he may perish? Peter
tells us that we “are protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in
the last time” (1 Pet. 1: 5). Here we have the dynamic of the Christian life, God’s power working
through faith, not apart from it. Yet it is also not faith working apart from God’s power. Paul was
confident “that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 1:
6).

Such assurances mean nothing if the true child of God may, at the end, be damned. Why then, the
warnings of Matthew 5: 13 and Hebrews 6? These warnings are part of the means of grace by which
God calls us to diligence and preserves his people. Preservation and perseverance are two sides of the
same coin.

The description given of false professors in Hebrews 6: 4-8 certainly gives us pause. How can such
things be said of people who have never been saved? But such a description is given, nevertheless;
and these false professors are clearly distinguished from true believers (vv. 9-12) whose “work” and
“love” toward others in past ministry is evident, as well as their present ministry to the saints
demonstrating their perseverance in the faith. The writer desires that each one reading his letter “show
the same diligence so as to realize the full assurance of hope until the end, that you may not be sluggish,
but imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the promises” (vv. 11b-12). God will not
go around our faith to save us; he will work with and through our faith.

It appears from Matthew 5: 13 that the salt that has become tasteless may be compared to the false
believer in Hebrews 6 who can never be renewed again to repentance. Jesus’ asks, “...how will it be
made salty again?”—a rhetorical statement demanding a negative answer.

The implication is clear. Just as salt having lost its flavor cannot be restored, so also those who were trained
in the knowledge of the truth but who then resolutely set themselves against the exhortations of the Holy
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Spirit and become hardened in their opposition are not renewed unto repentance (Matt. 12: 32; Heb. 6: 4-6)
(Hendriksen, Matthew, p. 283).

b. Light

As in v. 13 Jesus once again uses the indicative mood—*“you are”. True believers are, not will be or
may be the light of the world. The world was illumined by the glory of God before the creation of the
sun on the fourth day (Gen. 1: 14-19). As an “inclusio” to the first creation in Genesis, the New
Jerusalem in Revelation 21—22 is described as a city illumined by God and having no need of the sun
or moon.

And there will no longer be any night; and they will not have need of the light of a lamp nor the light of
the sun, because the Lord God will illumine them; and they will reign forever and ever. (Revelation 22:5
NASB)

As Christians living in this world, our light is like the light of the moon. The moon does not create its
own light but reflects the light of the sun. Believers reflect the light of the Son, Jesus Christ, who
shines in and through us through His Spirit. We are the light of the world only because He is the light
of the world.

The light of believers is inevitable. Cities built on more defensible locations on the top of large hills
could not be hidden, especially since they were commonly built with white limestone that gleamed in
the sun (Carson, p. 139). Even at night oil lamps from every house lit up the sky, and they could be
seen for miles (Ferguson, p. 63). Likewise, believers who exhibit the beatitudes cannot be hidden, even
if they tried. As salt is distinct from everything else we eat, light is distinct from darkness. Salt is
salty, and without this quality it is useless. Light illuminates, or it ceases to be light. It would be absurd
for a person to light a lamp and then hide the light under a basket. The light would serve no usefulness.
Hidden Christianity is also useless, providing no illumination for a confused world. Private religion is
an absurdity, for our lives are an extension in practice of what we really believe. The way we speak,
work, relate to people—including our wives, husbands, children, co-workers—should illuminate the
confused, sinful thinking and behavior of this world.

We should not limit this light-bearing to the simplistic idea of being popular and winsome with people.
Being light and being popular are often mutually exclusive. Although we should attempt to maintain a
clear conscience with everyone (Acts 24: 16), we must recognize that the natural man hates the light
and loves darkness (Jn. 3: 19-20). Light-bearing involves word and deed. It includes our Christian
philosophy of life or world-view which challenges the prevailing world-view of this world.
Schizophrenia is a mental disorder in which the victim is generally disconnected from reality, unable
to distinguish between what is real and what is unreal. The intellectual schizophrenia (cf. R.J.
Rushdoony, Intellectual Schizophrenia) of the modern world demonstrates this disconnect from reality.
The natural man, however educated, is incapable of giving an explanation for the dignity of man, moral
standards which apply to everyone, and the predictability of the universe. Without the message of the
Bible, there is no accounting for the fact that men are more valuable than beasts, that love is better than
murder, or that fidelity in marriage is superior to adultery. Apart from universal moral principles,
ethical behavior is only a matter of opinion without one opinion being more valid than another. Without
the promise of an orderly universe (Gen. 1; Heb. 1: 3) found in an infallible Bible—as opposed to a
fallible Koran or other so-called holy book—everything is based upon chance. But you cannot have
scientific and ethical laws based upon chance.
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| once picketed in front of two abortion clinics in Birmingham, Alabama, attempting to persuade
pregnant women to give birth to their unborn, unwanted children. On one of my shifts | happened to
notice a bumper sticker on a car belonging to a staff worker at the clinic. The bumper sticker read,
“Wear fake furs; animals have feelings, too.” It wasn’t really funny, but I had to laugh at the absurdity.
Here was a person who kills unborn children for a living, using his or her car bumper as a pulpit for
preaching against the evils of killing animals for furs. Intellectual schizophrenia.

But apart from words, Christians light up the world through deeds of love. This self-sacrificing love
was very evident to unbelievers during the difficult persecutions of the Roman Empire. Tertullian, one
of the church “fathers”, wrote in his Apology about 200 AD,

But it is mainly the deeds of a love so noble that lead many to put a brand upon us. “See,” they say, “how
they [the Christians] love one another,” for they themselves [the non-Christians] are animated by mutual
hatred; “see how they are ready even to die for one another,” for they themselves will rather be put to death”
(Apology XXXIX, quoted by Hendriksen, p. 286).

Deeds of love were not limited to other Christians. Roman citizens would commonly expose their
unwanted newborn children to the dogs roaming the streets at night for food. Perhaps the child was
another unwanted female, or perhaps a male with physical handicaps. The ravenous packs of wild dogs
would accommodate Roman infanticide (infant-killing) with minimum inconvenience to the parents.
Christians were aware of this practice and would hide at night under the aqueducts (conduits bringing
water into the city) waiting for these unloved infants to be abandoned. Hearing their cries, they rescued
them and adopted them into their own families. Many a child in the US and in other abortion-crazy
societies have been similarly rescued from heartless (or misinformed) parents—one way of bearing the
light.

7. Citizens of the Kingdom—Their Righteousness: The Christian’s Relationship to the Law
(Matthew 5: 17-20)

Matthew places the sermon earlier in his gospel than its actual occurrence. If the chronology outlined
above is correct, then Jesus had already encountered significant resistance from the Pharisees and
scribes, particularly on the issue of the Sabbath. Apparently, they had misinterpreted Him to mean
that He was doing away with the Law, an accusation later leveled at the Apostle Paul (Acts 21: 21;
Hendriksen, p. 288). Jesus answers this accusation with a resounding negative. He has not come to
abolish the Law or the Prophets, but to “fulfill”. What does he mean? The answer to this question
involves complicated biblical-theological issues which are still debated by evangelical scholars from
many different theological perspectives. We do not have time to cover the divergent interpretations,
and | would not presume to clear up the problems. However, | will offer a very simplified version (I
hope) of what | consider to be the best interpretation. (For a detailed treatment of the text, see D.A.
Carson, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Matthew; Vern Poythress, The Shadow of Christ in the
Law of Moses; and Knox Chamblin, Matthew, 2 vols.)

The “Law and the Prophets” are synonymous with the whole OT which means that Jesus did not come
to abolish the OT scriptures or their authority. By saying “the Law or the Prophets” Jesus emphasizes
both parts of the OT in their distinctive functions in revealing who he was. He did not come to abolish
either one, but to fulfill both. Through his person and actions he fulfilled the Prophets, and through
his teaching he fulfilled the law (Carson, p. 144). We cannot restrict his meaning to the Mosaic Law
even though it certainly includes the Mosaic Law. The Law and the Prophets is a broader designation
including the entire canon of the OT Scriptures. By “fulfill” (pleroo) he did not mean that He came to
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keep the Law—although he did keep it—but to “fill up” or “complete” the content of the law’s
revelation, leaving nothing incomplete or unfulfilled which was predicted or promised.

The OT revelation (“the Law and the Prophets™) is not complete in itself. To understand Moses and the
prophets correctly, is to recognize that the Age of the Law has been superseded by the Age of Messiah (cf.
11: 12-13) (Chamblin, Matthew p. 38; unpublished).

1. Jesus brings the OT to its appointed goal. Let us think of Jesus as a builder who inherits a house under
construction: far from demolishing it, discarding its plans and starting over, Jesus employs those plans and
completes the edifice....2. Jesus surpasses the OT. As a completed house compared to one still under
construction, so the epoch for inaugurating God’s final rule and ratifying his new covenant is superior to
prior generations....3. In Jesus, OT patterns are fully realized....He not only declares but enacts
salvation....we may say that in Jesus an OT design is for the first time realized in an actual
building....Chamblin, Matthew, pp. 340-341, emphasis his)

Poythress argues similarly.

The coming of the kingdom of heaven means a fundamental advance in the working out of God’s purposes.
God’s promises of His reign and His salvation, as given in the Old Testament, are being accomplished.
What the law foreshadowed and embodied in symbols and shadows is now coming into realization....

The law also undergoes transformation. The final revelation of God is surely in harmony and resonance
with the old; indeed, it involves the coming of the old into the destiny to which it pointed. But also this
new and climactic revelation bursts the bounds of what anyone could have reckoned from the old (Poythress,
p. 265; emphasis mine).

Some form of the word pleroo (fulfill) is used in Matt. 1: 22; 2: 15, 23; 3: 15; 4: 14, 8: 17; 12: 17; 13:
35; 21: 4 with the same idea of bringing to completion something promised or predicted in the OT.
Thus, the use of the term in Matthew 5: 17 pertains to the fulfillment of the OT Scriptures—*specific
predictions, typological fulfillments, and even the entire eschatological hope epitomized [summarized]
in the OT by God’s covenant with his people...” (Carson, p. 143). Chamblin concurs, saying, “Jesus
realizes the law. By his teachings and his actions, he perfectly expresses all aspects of the covenantal
relationship to which God summoned his people through Moses (and the prophets)” (p. 39,
unpublished). Thus, the Law and the Prophets point to Jesus Christ, and he is their fulfillment.

The antithesis is not between ‘abolish’ and ‘keep’ but between ‘abolish’ and fulfill’.... Therefore, we give
pleroo (‘fulfill’) exactly the same meaning as in the formula quotations, which in the prologue (Matt. 1-2)
have already laid great stress on the prophetic nature of the OT and the way it points to Jesus™ (Carson, pp.
143-144).

Some of the difficulty of this passage is that there are, in fact, OT laws which were made obsolete
(outdated and no longer in effect) with the sacrificial atonement of Christ. The most notable of these
are the animal sacrifices and the whole Levitical priesthood which have been set aside forever. In fact,
the writer of Hebrews refers to all of these sweeping changes as the discontinuation of the Old
Covenant,

When He said, ‘A new covenant,” He has made the first obsolete. But whatever is becoming obsolete and
growing old is ready to disappear” (Heb. 8: 13 NASB).

For this reason, some expositors have limited Jesus’ declaration of Matthew 5: 17 to the “moral” law
of the OT. Thus interpreted, he did not come to abolish the moral law but to fulfill it (Hendriksen, p.
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292). The ceremonial and civil laws of the nation, on the other hand, do not fall within Jesus’ purview
(range of consideration) inv. 17.

The problem with this interpretation is that the partitioning of the OT law into ceremonial, civil, and
moral laws is not found in the OT or the NT. For example, in Leviticus 19: 18, we find the command
to love one’s neighbor as himself followed in v. 19 by the restriction against breeding two different
kinds of cattle together or sowing two different kinds of seed in a field or wearing a garment with two
different kinds of material. This commandment, in turn, is followed immediately in v. 20 by a law
against fornication with a female slave. Such mixing of ceremonial requirements with moral
requirements is found throughout the case laws of the OT. The distinction between ceremonial laws
and moral laws is obvious to us today who have the benefit of further revelation, but was not even
considered by the ancient Israelite. What pertained to “clean” and “unclean” were binding upon the
conscience and, therefore, moral. It took considerable time—not to speak of further revelation (Acts
10)—for Jesus’ disciples to understand such distinctions. The ceremonial laws were intended to build
a wall of separation between the Jews and the Gentiles, thus insuring the continuation of a “holy
nation”. Even Peter did not fully comprehend that in Christ such distinctions were forever removed
and that all people, regardless of race, were invited into the kingdom. Even after the incident with
Cornelius (Acts 10), he was a bit fuzzy on the application (cf. Gal. 2: 1-10).

Carson points out that although the “tripartite” (three-part) division of the OT laws into ceremonial,
civil, and moral, is an old one, it cannot be derived from the NT (p. 143; cf. Douglas J. Moo, Five
Views on Law and Gospel, Wayne G. Srickland, ed., p. 352). We are then left with a bit of a puzzle
concerning what Jesus meant when he proclaimed that even the “least” of the commandments (wearing
clothing with two kinds of material ?) could not be annulled without serious consequences (v. 19). We
are not helped by the qualification of time: “until all is accomplished” (v. 18). Using this qualification,
some expositors have limited the duration of these “least” requirements until the accomplishment of
the atonement of Christ, after which they will become null and void. Jesus’ meaning, according to this
interpretation, is that everything about the OT will be binding until his atoning work is completed, after
which these “smallest letters and strokes” will no longer be valid. But this ignores the other temporal
qualification—"“until heaven and earth pass away”. It is highly questionable that Jesus would extend
the authority of the whole law with its “least” commandments until the passing away of heaven and
earth if he knew that “all would be accomplished” within the next two years of his ministry. This
would make the first temporal limitation—the passing away of heaven and earth—a rather pointless
hyperbole (exaggeration). Further, the commandment to pray, “Your kingdom come, your will be done
on earth as it is in heaven” is an implicit proof that all will not be accomplished at Jesus’ resurrection
and ascension.

The solution is found in the fact that the coming of Christ fulfills all the OT revelation but does not
abolish the OT canon. The OT Scriptures continue to have value as the word of God, but their
interpretation and application must be guided and circumscribed (confined) by the revelation of Christ
to whom they point (Carson, p. 144). For example, the Christian is not allowed today to offer sacrifices
for the atonement of his sin. In view of the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ on Calvary, this would be an
abomination. However, since the Levitical sacrifices give us valuable insight into the atonement of
Christ not provided in the NT, the book of Leviticus has continuing validity for Christians today. We
should read it carefully and apply the lessons learned from diverse Levitical sacrifices to fully
comprehend and appreciate the significance of Christ’s atonement. Our belief in the atoning work of
Christ is the new covenant equivalent to bringing animal sacrifices. In this sense, we obey the book of
Leviticus when we trust in Christ. Consequently, it would be sinful for us (Matt. 5: 19) to encourage
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Christians to rip the book of Leviticus out of their Bibles on the grounds that the Levitical system is
obsolete. (What Christian pastor or teacher would suggest such a thing?!) This would be similar to
saying that we no longer need the book of Genesis because the promise of land to Abraham will be
fulfilled in the new heavens and new earth—symbolized in the New Jerusalem (Rev. 21—22).

It would be equally sinful to encourage Christians to ignore the case laws of Exodus, Leviticus,
Numbers, and Deuteronomy simply because Christians are not living in the OT Theocracy. Many of
these laws can still be applied to concrete situations today. The law about covering pits (Ex. 21: 33-
34) may sound a bit anachronistic (out of time) and out of touch for city dwellers in New York, but its
concern for human safety has very tangible relevance for rural parts of Africa in which large open pits
(sometimes 10 feet deep) are commonly dug for burning garbage. Such laws are also relevant for city
governments which allow open sewer pits on the sidewalks and roads of their cities. Going a bit further,
when this law is contextualized (seen in context) for modern society, it is shown to have continuing
validity for wealthy city-dwellers whose unenclosed swimming pools could cause the drowning death
of young children. (For an intense study of the OT case laws and their relevance to modern society, see
Rousas John Rushdoony, The Institutes of Biblical Law). Furthermore, why should such a law as this
be in any sense annulled by the completed sacrifice of Christ? Would it not rather fit into the same
category as “You shall not commit murder” or ““You shall not steal”, commandments which no one in
any theological camp would argue as discontinued in light of Christ’s atoning death? Even though the
application of many of these laws must be contextualized for modern life, they are still as valuable to
us today as they were to the ancient Israelites; they do not constitute mere historical curiosities to
entertain the modern Christian.

All the commandments of the law are binding on Christians (5: 19), but the way in which they are binding
is determined by the authority of Christ and the fulfillment that takes place in His work....The way in which
each law is fulfilled in Christ determines the way in which it is to be observed now. Since the law
foreshadows the righteousness of Christ and the kingdom of heaven, the practice of the law in the deepest
sense takes the form of replicating the character and grace of Christ in our lives and imitating our heavenly
Father (Poythress, pp. 268-269).

Interpreting the OT on the basis of the completed work of Christ may have the practical effect of
abolishing some of its laws (e.g. animal sacrifices), since there is no practical way to obey these laws
except by placing one’s full trust in Jesus Christ as the all-sufficient, once-and-for-all sacrifice. Or it
may have the effect of modifying other laws (e.g. Sabbath observance, since Jesus himself is the eternal
salvation rest to which the Sabbath points; Heb. 4: 1-11; cf. Rom. 14: 5, something Moses could have
never said). Some laws have a metaphorical (figurative) application, even as they did in the OT.
Avoiding certain kinds of food helped the Israelite to know that his behavior must be distinct from the
Canaanites. Likewise, the law against yoking two different kinds of animals together means that they
could not form intimate relationships (marriage, business partnerships, etc.) with unbelievers. The same
restrictions apply today (cf. 2 Cor. 6: 14; 1 Cor. 7: 39). Paul applied the law against muzzling the ox
while it was threshing the grain to the obligation to provide a living for ministers of the word (1 Cor.
9: 8-9; 1 Tim. 5: 18). Paul unapologetically cites an obscure OT case law as particularly relevant to the
question of paying pastors. Therefore, the OT application of this law was an a fortiori argument from
the lesser to the greater. If God is concerned for oxen, he is even more concerned about the welfare of
people and how much they are paid for their labor.

Other laws will essentially be left unchanged since the atonement does not alter them in any way (e.g.
murder, adultery, theft). However, defining theft is often complex in a modern society (e.g. the many
means of misrepresenting a company’s profits). Since the church is no longer confined to the theocracy
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and since Jesus has redefined the kingdom of God in broader terms than national Israel (“not of this
world”—Jn. 18: 36), the penalties for certain crimes must be modified to fit the context of a spiritual
kingdom which is not yet brought to its conclusion (e.g. excommunication rather than execution—1
Corinthians 5). But no matter what direction we take hermeneutically, we are never warranted to
abolish the OT revelation itself, including its laws. Just as the prophets and the OT law pointed to
Christ before his first advent, they continue to point to Christ after his first advent (cf. Poythress, p.
268, quoting Carson).

8. The Righteousness of the Kingdom in Personal Relationships—Matthew 5: 21-48

There are six sections in this passage all beginning with a two-part formula: “You have heard that it
was said...but I say unto you...” For this reason the six sections are sometimes called the six antitheses
(Carson, p. 147). However, Chamblin argues that “antithesis” is too strong a word to describe the two
parts of the formula.

No instance speaks directly of violations and distortions of the law from Moses’ day to the present....Jesus’
purpose in the second part of the formula is not to distance his teaching from that of the law. In each case,
the milder adversative de [“but”] is used, not the stronger alla. Instead Jesus, the divine Messiah appointed
to inaugurate God’s final rule, is accentuating his unique authority to interpret and apply God’s ancient
law....In accord with 5: 17-20, the righteousness expounded in 5: 21-48 ‘surpasses that of the scribes and
Pharisees’ in that it marks both a deeper obedience to OT law and an intensifying or escalating of obedience
owing to the presence of Yahweh incarnate and the dawn of God’s kingdom (Chamblin, Matthew, p. 348).

These sayings are analogous to the different case laws found in Exodus 21—24 which illustrated
hypothetical ways in which the Decalogue could be applied. In all of them, Jesus warns of evil motives
which lead to overt (external) sin. Anger can lead to murder; therefore, anger is a form of murder (vv.
21-22). Lust can lead to adultery; therefore, lust is a form of adultery (vv. 27-28). Pride and hate can
lead to divorce on grounds other than sexual immorality; therefore, pride and hate can be the cause of
adultery (vv. 31-32). The desire to deceive can be the root cause of false vows which no one intends
to keep; therefore, the desire to deceive is a form of lying (vv. 33-37). The desire for vengeance can
be a motive for exacting justice (vv. 38-42). Loving one’s friends does not make up for hating one’s
enemies (vv. 43-47). While intensifying obedience, Jesus also intensifies the punishments attending
these laws. The punishment for literal murder in the OT legislation was death, but the punishment for
unforgiven anger is hell (v. 22). The same OT punishment was given for adultery, but it would be
better to tear out your right eye or cut off your right hand if they cause you to lust, since lust will be
punished by the fires of hell (v. 28-29). Therefore, the temporal, external punishments of the Law
foreshadow the eternal punishments which are executed by the divine judge (Poythress, p. 259).

a. Murder and Anger—Matthew 5: 21-26

Murder grows from the root of anger; therefore, the citizen of the kingdom should learn to deal with
his anger to avoid breaking the fundamental principle of the sixth commandment. Our worship of God
is not genuine if we are harboring hatred for our brother. Rather than going through the motions of
being religious, it would be preferable to leave the worship service, find our grieved brother and be
reconciled to him. Jesus calls upon us to be zealous in our relationships with others, that we allow no
root of bitterness to grow either in ourselves or in others (Heb. 12: 14-15). In this instance the liability
is placed upon the one who believes that his brother has something against him. The passage does not
specify whether the grievance is legitimate or not; this is not the point. The point is that there is a
grievance, and it does not matter whether the grievance is based on fact or fiction. As a fellow brother,
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it is necessary that | approach this person and attempt reconciliation. This does not imply an admission
of guilt where no guilt exists, but I must do whatever I can to remove the grievance which may lead to
hatred. If I am wrong, | can admit that I am wrong and ask forgiveness. If I am not wrong, at least |
can attempt to understand why he is angry with me. | cannot change his behavior toward me, but |
must do what | can to help this person whose life can be damaged by prolonged anger.

What happens when | am the one grieved and angry with my brother? In this case Matthew 18: 15-20
applies. But we must be careful of not making mountains out of ant hills. We will deal with this
situation later in our study of Matthew 18.

Verses 25-26 go one step farther by describing a situation in which the grievance has escalated to a
possible court case. Jesus’ recommendation is to settle out of court lest you find later that you lose the
case and go to prison. However, the primary message here is not evading prison time, but rather the
danger of unresolved hatred. If the believer refuses to heed Jesus’ command to seek reconciliation (VV.
23-24) he should be aware of serious consequences. The consequences on earth can be litigation (legal
proceedings) and even imprisonment, but the consequences after death are far more serious.
Unresolved, unforgiven hatred can lead to eternal punishment in hell before a relentless and
unforgiving judge. Therefore, Jesus is going beyond the mere external legislation against murder and
showing that God is very concerned about the underlying spirit of murder, unresolved anger. We
should not conclude that anger is equal to literal murder. Rather, the sin of anger is compounded and
aggravated by the sin of murder. The two sins belong to the same species. Unbelievers will be punished
in hell according to their deeds (Rom. 2:6; 2 Cor. 5: 10; Matt. 25: 31-46), and actual murder is one
more evil deed in addition to the sin of anger.

b. Adultery—Matthew 5: 27-32
(1) Lust

Likewise, actual adultery is worse than mental lust, but each sin, if unforgiven, is punishable in hell.
If I lust for a woman who is not my wife, | have already committed adultery with her in my heart. If |
continue to cherish the activity of lusting for other women and do not take radical steps to avoid it, this
indicates a lack of repentance, and therefore lack of salvation, which can lead me to hell. Once again,
Jesus corrects the externalism of the Pharisees who considered adultery a physical act only. The
internal sin leading to adultery must also be dealt with, and if lust can be put to death (Rom. 8: 13; Col.
3: 5) at the root, then the “tree” of adultery will never grow up. It is clear from vv. 29-30 that Jesus is
commanding us to deal ruthlessly and brutally with the sin of lust. No half-way, insincere measures
will do. If the right eye causes you to lust, pluck it out, and if your right hand causes you to stumble,
cut it off.

Reference to the right eye is understandable since lust for men begins with the eyes, but what about the
hand? Two interpretations are possible. One is that adultery is viewed as theft, the stealing of another
person’s spouse (Carson, p. 151). The right hand is considered the instrument of theft as it reaches out
and embraces the spouse of another. Another explanation is that “right hand” should be understood as
a euphemism (a nice way of saying something) for the male sexual organ. The church father, Origen
(3" century AD), understood it this way and took Jesus’ words literally by castrating himself
(Chamblin, p. 42; Carson, p. 151). Literal obedience, however, misses the point. One can still lust
with the left eye, and he can steal another man’s wife with the left hand. As vv. 25-26 emphasize the
eternal seriousness of unresolved anger, so vv. 29-30 emphasize the eternal seriousness of lust.
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Unresolved lust can lead a person to hell, and must be dealt with brutality, a brutality which can only
be described as radical amputation. Hendriksen captures the intended meaning:

More in detail, it would seem that the following lessons are taught here:
a. The present is not our only life. We are destined for eternity. Note: “...than that your whole body be
thrown into—or go down into—hell.”
b. Nothing, no matter how precious it may seem to us at the moment—think of the right eye and the right
hand—should be allowed to doom our glorious destiny.
c. Sin, being a very destructive force, must not be pampered. It must be “put to death” (Col. 3: 5).
Temptation should be flung aside immediately and decisively. Dillydallying is deadly. Halfway measures
work havoc. The surgery must be radical. Right at this very moment and without any vacillation the
obscene book should be burned, the scandalous picture destroyed, the soul-destroying film condemned, the
sinister yet very intimate social tie broken, and the baneful habit discarded. In the struggle against sin the
believer must fight hard. Shadow boxing will never do (1 Cor. 9: 27).

Of course, these destructive, and in that sense negative, actions will never succeed apart from the
powerful sanctifying and transforming operation of God’s Spirit in heart and life (Matthew, p. 303; emphasis
his).

Although we should not take Jesus’ instructions literally—since this is not how he intended them—we
should recognize that it would literally be better to lose one eye or hand and enter heaven than to go
into hell with both eyes and both hands. This is quite literally true even though the real problem must
be dealt with on a spiritual level. Anything which is an obstacle to inheriting eternal life must be put
to death spiritually. The measures we take putting sin to death will be different for each individual, but
they must be decisive.

(2) Unlawful Divorce

Unlawful divorce can also lead to adultery. In this section, Jesus quotes from Deuteronomy 24: 1-4
which prescribed the procedure for divorce.

"When a man takes a wife and marries her, and it happens that she finds no favor in his eyes because he
has found some indecency in her, and he writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and
sends her out from his house, and she leaves his house and goes and becomes another man's wife, *and if
the latter husband turns against her and writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends
her out of his house, or if the latter husband dies who took her to be his wife, 4 then her former husband
who sent her away is not allowed to take her again to be his wife, since she has been defiled; for that is an
abomination before the LORD, and you shall not bring sin on the land which the LORD your God gives
you as an inheritance. (Deuteronomy 24:1-4 NASB)

We don’t have time here to deal with the complicated issues of this passage. (For further reading, see
John Murray, Divorce, and Jay Adams, Marriage, Divorce, and Remarriage in the Bible.) To quickly
summarize, two schools of thought existed in Jesus’ day, the Shammai school and the Hillel school.
The first of these interpreted the law of divorce more conservatively to mean that it was legitimate only
on the grounds of sexual immorality (porneia). The more liberal Hillel school allowed divorce for
more frivolous reasons including burning the husbands’ food (Chamblin, p. 41; Carson, p. 411). It
would appear from the Mosaic legislation that the Shammai school was too strict and the Hillel school
too lenient. Moses permitted divorce for reasons other than adultery because of the hardness of men’s
hearts. The “indecency” (Deut. 24: 1) found in her must have been something other than adultery since
adultery was punishable by death (Lev. 20: 10). There would be no need for divorcing a woman
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executed for adultery. On the other hand, the Hillel school had exercised liberality to an extreme,
allowing divorce for all kinds of ridiculous reasons.

The Mosaic legislation was not designed to make divorce easy for hard-hearted men, but to give them
reason for hesitation if they chose to divorce their wives without sufficient reason. If they went ahead
and divorced their wives for “some indecency”, and if she married another man, her former husband
could never marry her again even if she was divorced by her second husband, or if her second husband
died. There could be no going back to this relationship, so it was advisable for the husband to carefully
consider whether he should go through with it. Therefore, the Mosaic Law actually restricted divorce
without forbidding it. Keep in mind that divorce would have been unnecessary in the case of adultery,
since the guilty party would be executed. At the first advent of Christ, the penalty for adultery in
Palestine was no longer execution, and the guilty party could be divorced. This is evident from
Matthew 1: 19, “And Joseph her husband, being a righteous man, and not wanting to disgrace her,
desired to put her away secretly.” Therefore, divorce for the reason of adultery was not only legally
permissible but “righteous” in the sight of God.

Jesus confirms the righteousness of divorce for reason of adultery (porneia—which includes any sexual
immorality) by the exceptional clause, “except for the cause of unchastity” (v. 32). We have to take
the exceptional clause seriously as not only setting forth the legitimate grounds for divorce but also the
legitimate grounds for remarriage in case of divorce (for a detailed argument for this position, see John
Murray, Divorce). If the wife is divorced for reasons other than sexual immorality (porneia), and if
she marries another man, then she will be guilty of adultery, as well as the man who marries her. The
phrase, “makes her commit adultery” most likely means that the husband divorcing his wife for reasons
other than adultery puts his divorced wife in the difficult predicament of surviving alone in a difficult
ancient culture, in which case she may marry another man in order to survive (Ferguson, The Sermon
on the Mount, p. 91). For this reason, Hendriksen prefers to interpret the verse, “exposes her to
adultery” because the husband puts her in a very tempting situation to remarry illegitimately. On the
other hand, if the divorce was for reason of adultery, and if the divorced woman remarries, she has not
committed adultery by remarriage, nor has the man who marries her. Sexual immorality is a legitimate
reason for divorce which breaks the covenantal bond of marriage allowing both the guilty party and
the guiltless party to remarry without committing adultery through remarriage.

Time will not permit a discussion of all the complicated scenarios concerning divorce and remarriage.
What should interest us at this point is that Jesus’ statement in v. 32 is not specifically found in the
Mosaic legislation. The warning of adultery to the woman divorced for illegitimate reasons may be
logically deduced from the prohibition of remarriage to the former husband because of being “defiled”
(Deut. 24: 4), but the sin of making her commit adultery through remarriage is not specifically stated
in the OT passage. Jesus makes it clear that the defilement of Deuteronomy 24: 4 is adultery (Adams,
pp. 66-68). However, it is seriously questionable that this would have been deduced from the Mosaic
legislation alone, and if one wishes to prove that this “defilement” from remarriage was understood as
adultery in the OT, then he proves too much. He proves that not all adultery in the OT was punishable
by death—namely, adultery committed through remarriage.

There seems to be little question that Jesus is going beyond (adding to) the Mosaic legislation regulating

divorce to include adultery occasioned by illegitimate divorce, something not specifically spelled out
in the OT. (For further reading, see John G. Reisinger, But | Say Unto You...., pp. 55-73.)
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A parallel passage on divorce is found in Matthew 19: 1-12. On that occasion (which is not the Sermon
on the Mount) Jesus is teaching in Judea (v. 1) and is approached by the Pharisees (v. 3) with the
question, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any cause at all?” On this occasion Jesus
appeals to Genesis 1: 27; 5: 2; and 2: 23-24. The clause, “for any cause at all” refers to the spurious
and frivolous reasons which many Jewish men were using to justify divorce based on the liberal
interpretations of the Hillel school. Jesus’ appeal to the Genesis account, and his qualification of the
Mosaic legislation—“Because of your hardness of heart”—indicates that he was now abrogating
divorce for reason of “indecency” (Carson, p. 417). By his own testimony, there was but one reason
for divorce—sexual immorality (another is given by Paul in 1 Corinthians 7). Again, it is necessary to
stress that the “indecency” of Deuteronomy 24: 1 could not have been adultery in which case the
woman would have been put to death. Poythress notes a difference between Matthew 5: 31-32 and
Matthew 19: 4-6 in the following statement:

Jesus corrects this abuse [the abuse of the Pharisees who permitted loose divorce], but goes beyond the
direct teaching of Moses by indicating that divorce is morally evil. His teachings are in harmony with
Genesis 2: 23-24, as we are reminded in Matt. 19: 4-6. But in the context of Matt. 5: 31-32 His teaching on
divorce rests on His own authority rather than merely on an appeal to Genesis (p. 259; explanation in
brackets mine).

In either passage, he is abrogating the legitimacy of divorce for any other reason than sexual immorality
and thereby demonstrating his authority to advance the ethical standard beyond the Mosaic
legislation. While it is true that Moses also wrote Genesis 2, it seems clear that the fuller revelation of
what Moses wrote is not found in the Mosaic Law but in Christ alone. Furthermore, in Matthew 19
Jesus makes it clear that the guilt of adultery attaches not only to the woman who remarries after an
unlawful divorce and her new husband (5: 32), but also her former husband who remarries (19: 9).
Thus, all the parties are implicated in adultery—the divorced woman, her new husband, her former
husband and his new wife. This was admittedly bad news for the Pharisees whose fondness for divorce
had become openly scandalous (Carson, p. 411).

It should be noted here that Jesus was making no attempt to deal with all the possible grounds for
divorce. The exceptional clause, “except for the cause of immorality” is not meant to be exhaustive.
This is self-evident from Paul’s treatment of divorce in 1 Corinthians 7 where he adds further grounds
for divorce (see my notes on divorce and remarriage in “Anthropology”. For extensive reading, see
David Instone-Brewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the Bible—The Social and Literary Context).

c. Vows—Matthew 5: 33-37

Just as the skillful Pharisees had become adept at violating their marriage vows, they were equally
skillful in violating other vows. If one wished to get around an obligation to fulfill a vow, he simply
did his homework before making the vow. Instead of making his vow in the name of the Lord (Lev.
19: 12), he would swear by heaven, or by the earth, or by Jerusalem, by his head, the temple, the altar
in the temple, or something else (cf. Matt. 23: 16-22). Jesus exposes this hypocrisy by saying that God
owns all things. Heaven is the throne of God, heaven His footstool, Jerusalem his city, man his creation.
God’s absolute ownership implies that all oaths have some reference to God, and therefore it is futile
to hide behind technicalities in order to default on your vows. While there are special situations where
oaths are necessary (Gal. 1: 20; 2 Cor. 1: 23), in normal conversation and speech they should not be
necessary—one’s word should be enough.
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Taking an oath in court, although avoided by some Christians on religious grounds, would be one of
those special occasions in which an oath is necessary. Even God himself guaranteed the promise to
Abraham with an oath (Heb. 6: 13-18; cf. Gen. 12: 1-18).

d. Retaliation Versus Loving our Enemies—Matthew 5: 38-48

The “lex talionis” was given for the purpose of guiding judges in legal court cases and limiting personal
retaliation (Poythress, p. 260; Hendriksen, p. 310; Ex. 21: 24, 25; Lev. 24: 20; Deut. 19: 21; quoted in
Hendriksen, p. 310). They were not designed for the purpose of taking personal vengeance upon one’s
enemies, but the Pharisees had used this law contrary to its intention as a justification for personal
vengeance and retribution (cf. Lev. 19: 18; Prov. 20: 22; 24: 29; quoted in Hendriksen, p. 310).

The passage has no relationship whatever to the question of pacifism—the belief that I should never
defend myself if attacked by another. The Bible clearly teaches that murder is sin, and if I allow myself
to be physically abused or murdered by another, | have become complicit in his crime. We could go
further with this by asking whether I have an obligation to defend someone else who is being attacked.
If 1 am walking along the way and | encounter a woman being raped, what do | do? The consistent
pacifist must continue his journey without helping the woman; the consistent Christian looks for a big
stick to fight off the attacker (Deut. 22: 23-27). Should we have a police force which is commissioned
to protect its citizens against evil doers (Rom. 13: 1-4), or an army to defend the country from foreign
invaders? It is obvious that pure pacifism is impossible in a sinful world; and if so, we should seriously
question any interpretation of Scripture which supports it. Law and order both domestically and
globally is based on the inherent rights of a person to defend himself and others against unlawful
aggressors (Ex. 22: 2-3).

Slapping someone on the cheek with the back of the hand was not a violent crime, but a public insult
punishable by a fine equal to a year’s wages. The act is still considered a serious offense in the Near
East (Ferguson, p. 100) and other shame-based cultures where losing face among peers is one of the
greatest fears. Jesus is not merely forbidding personal retaliation; otherwise, he would have instructed
his audience to take the offense to the courts and let the judges slap the offender back (Poythress, p.
260). Rather, he is presenting a new paradigm for accepting personal (non-violent) injury or insults.
We are taught in this passage to be free from the mentality of entitlement—the demand for personal
rights. This is what consumes the world. We demand that everyone respect our rights! Sooner or later,
of course, our rights impinge (place limits on) the rights of others. If everyone is demanding their
rights, there will always be a severe shortage of those who are obligated to provide these rights. It will
become a dog-eat-dog society, the survival of the fittest. Is this not where we are now in the world
apart from the common grace of God which restrains man’s incessant self-interests?

The Christian, on the other hand, should recognize who he is—a citizen of the kingdom of God. His
security and self-worth do not lie in the respect he receives, or fails to receive, from others; it is totally
defined by his relationship to Christ and his kingdom. God knows him by name and loves him, and
this should be sufficient for him. It also frees him up to love his offenders, for the fundamental reason
they act this way is that they also hate Christ. Love for one’s enemies is the true context of this passage
(vv. 44-47). If we only love those who love us, how are we any different from unbelievers who love
their own? Therefore, if | love the man who insults me, and desire his salvation, | will be willing to
accept an insult (even a very painful slap in the face) as demonstration of this love and the fact that |
belong to a different kingdom than he—a kingdom not of this world. Otherwise, | would be fighting
back for my rights (Jn. 18: 36; Matt. 26: 51-52).
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The same paradigm applies to lawsuits. Once again, the proper context needs to be kept in mind,

lest we reduce the scenario to the absurd. Is Jesus suggesting that we allow the complete confiscation
of our property by unjust lawsuits? Hardly. The law says, “You shall not steal”, and I should not allow
someone else to steal from me or others. But there are times in which it is appropriate simply to accept
the loss and move on, especially if the only alternative is going to civil court against one’s brother in
Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 6: 1-8). What those circumstances are in Matthew 5 may be very difficult to
determine. Rushdoony and North have suggested that Jesus’ instructions in vv. 38-42 apply only to
Christians living under oppressive alien powers. In such politically impotent (powerless) situations,
the best course of action is to accept physical and judicial injustice in order to avoid further injustice.
Resistance to the evil person who has the power of the sword is futile anyway; thus, by giving in to the
injustice the Christian avoids additional abuse and is able to live in peace with his oppressors. One can
think of millions of Christians today living under governments which are hostile to the Christian faith.
Christ, therefore, is “warning against revolutionary resistance” (R.J. Rushdoony, The Institutes of
Biblical Law, p. 121).

North argues that the willingness to give the coat (the outer garment) as well as the tunic is a bribe
given to oppressive powers

...which will encourage the offending party to leave the Christian and the church in peace. It enables the
Christian to escape the full force of the wrath that, in principle, a consistent pagan would impose on
Christians....The ethic of the Sermon on the Mount is grounded on the principle that a godly bribe (of goods
and services) is sometimes the best way for Christians to buy temporary peace and freedom for themselves
and the church, assuming the enemies of God have overwhelming temporal power (Gary North, Institutes
of Biblical Law, p. 846).

Otherwise, argues North, we are on a level playing field which allows Christians to respond differently.

Remove his [the unbeliever’s] power, and the battered Christian should either bust him in the chops or
haul him before the magistrate, and possibly both.

It is only in a period of civil impotence that Christians are under the rule to “resist not evil” (Matt. 5:
39). When Christians are given power in civil affairs, the situation is different, and another rule is imposed:
“Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you” (James. 4: 7)....We pay
the bribe until the day that God’s adversaries lose power, but not one day longer (R. J. Rushdoony, The
Institutes of Biblical Law, p. 846).

This is, indeed, a novel approach to the Sermon on the Mount, but it should not be dismissed out of
hand. The historical context of turning the other cheek and allowing someone to take both shirt and
coat is most assuredly the Roman domination of Palestine. Roman soldiers were allowed to force
anyone to carry their baggage one mile (v. 41). Simon of Cyrene was forced to carry Christ’s cross
(Mk. 15: 21). There were many other injustices not mentioned in the sermon which oppressed the
subjugated Jews in Palestine. Understanding Jesus’ demands to apply only in very limited contexts
would certainly remove many of the difficulties of interpretation and application. From the safety of
our study, we may piously agree to Jesus’ demands of turning the other cheek and allowing our hard-
earned possessions to be confiscated by oppressive injustice, but would we submit to these demands in
practical situations if we had the legal means of resistance? The practical obedience of these verses
seem unrealistic.

But we must question whether this interpretation captures the force of Jesus’ instructions. Are
Christians to act this way only under political duress? Certainly the diverse situations Christians face
are complex, and every individual case must be separately analyzed to determine how to apply Jesus’
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words without the error of being simplistic; but the underlying attitude of the heart and the pure motives
encouraged in the sermon are applicable under every circumstance and culture. To understand these
admittedly difficult commands, we must go back to the beatitudes which are not enjoined merely upon
an oppressed people, but are characteristics of kingdom citizens at all times—good times and bad.
Furthermore, let us not forget the literary context which should govern our interpretation—Ilove for our
enemies (vv. 43-48). When should I love my enemy, when it is politically expedient, or at all times?
Unconditional love will have more impact upon my enemy when | am not forced to be submissive.
The actions enjoined upon us in vv. 38-42 are not convenient bribes to save our own skin, but actions
which spring from genuine love for our enemies and a desire to see them saved. Without this love,
how are we different from unbelievers; and how would Jesus’ audience be different from their Roman
oppressors, with whom they undoubtedly identified as their “enemies” (vv. 43-44)? Consider too, that
the Jewish people had other enemies besides the alien Romans. Their rich Jewish brothers were also
their oppressors and often far more burdensome (Matt. 23: 4; James 2: 6).

Although Jesus is telling us to do something contrary to our own nature, he is not telling us to do
something contrary to God’s nature (v. 45). God gives good things to the good and the evil alike, to
those who love Him and to those who hate Him. If we are not willing to do the same, how can we
claim to be different from others who only do good to those who do good to them? Here again we
return to the characteristics of kingdom citizens at the beginning of the Sermon. Christians are those
who are “merciful” and those who are “peacemakers” between men and God. Mercy is highlighted
when offered to someone who deserves the very opposite—like, for example, the Apostle Paul, who
persecuted the church. Where would the church be today had God not shown mercy to Paul? The only
way we can draw men into the kingdom is to be distinctively different from the world, to be salt and
light.

If the application of this passage seems impossible, it is because it is impossible apart from supernatural
grace. The same grace that produces poverty of spirit, purity of heart, mercy, etc.

must also be in abundance to help us do things we could not do left to ourselves. I don’t know about
you, but it is not my natural disposition to be kind to obstinate people, let alone people who are openly
hostile to me. But we are to be “perfect” even as our heavenly Father is perfect (v. 48). Although we
will never in this life be sinlessly perfect, our love for others must be “all-inclusive” or complete
(Chamblin, p. 42, unpublished).

There is no conflict between Jesus’ instructions and that of the Mosaic Law which says,

'If a man injures his neighbor, just as he has done, so it shall be done to him: 2° fracture for fracture, eye for
eye, tooth for tooth; just as he has injured a man, so it shall be inflicted on him. (Leviticus 24:19-20 NASB)

"But if there is any further injury, then you shall appoint as a penalty life for life, * eye for eye, tooth for
tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, > burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise. (Exodus 21:23-25
NASB)

Third Millennium Ministries offers this explanation.

It’s important to realize that Jesus didn’t disagree with the Old Testament teaching for judges and legal
systems. Like all of us, Jesus knew that love for God and neighbor in a court required just verdicts. The
problem Jesus faced was that the Pharisees had taken this regulation for judges as justification for taking
revenge in personal interactions. But when we compare this instruction with the higher principles in
Scripture and with other “lower” instructions, we can understand what Jesus taught his disciples here. In
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effect, Jesus implicitly called on his followers to compare themselves with the original audience of Exodus
21. Every person should endorse justice and fairness for legal systems. And when we have roles that
resemble those of a judge, we should apply Exodus 21 more like a judge in court. But we are never to act
like judges in our personal relationships. Our ordinary, personal interactions are not to be governed by justice
alone, but as much as possible by mercy and kindness (Third Millennium: He Gave Us Scriptures:
Foundation of Biblical Interpretation; Lesson 11, p. 10).

9. The Righteousness of the Kingdom in Giving and Prayer—Matthew 6: 1-15
a. Sincerity in Giving (Matthew 6: 2-4)

Jesus focuses upon two good things which are often used for self-promotion. The sinful human heart
loves recognition by others, and what better way to be recognized in the spiritual community than
personal giving and public prayer (Mk. 12: 38-43)? But, as always, motive is important. Why do we
give and pray? Do we give so that others can praise us as generous people? Everyone would enjoy
the reputation of being generous, for who wants to be known as greedy?

It is possible that Jesus uses a touch of humor in this passage, speaking as if the hypocrites were literally
blowing trumpets to attract attention to their giving—what we call in the US “tooting your own horn.”
It was not uncommon for him to use humor, and he does so in this very sermon. Did you ever see
anyone with a log in his eye (Matt. 7: 3)? Without implying that the Pharisees were literally blowing
trumpets, Jesus was possibly referring to the blowing of trumpets before the time of sacrifice
(Chamblin, p. 44). Their “trumpets”, however, were not horns but clever little ways to draw attention
to themselves.

Jesus has already brought up the subject of rewards (v. 46). He now returns to this subject. If we give
alms only to be noticed by men, this, and only this, is the reward we will receive—"“they have their
reward in full” (v. 2). On the other hand, alms given in secret will be rewarded in heaven (v. 1, 4). Let
us be clear on this point, for there are many well-meaning Christians who think that it is beneath the
dignity of our faith to expect any reward for things we have done on earth. We should do it for the
glory of Christ alone; anything more is considered an impure motive. But this is not the teaching of
scripture in general or of Christ in particular (MK. 9: 41; Matt. 5: 12; 25: 34-40; Ps. 1: 1-3; 58: 11; 19:
11; 1 Cor. 3: 8, 14; 9: 17; 15: 58; 2 Cor. 5: 10; Gal. 6: 9; Heb. 6: 10; 10: 35). Looking for heavenly
rewards—separate from the reward of heaven itself—is an act of faith in the express promises of God.
It gives God glory for us to truly believe and act upon what he has said. Paul explicitly teaches that
the faithful teacher who builds on the one foundation with “gold, silver, precious stones” (i.e. with
sound doctrine) will receive a reward when his teaching survives the testing of fire. On the contrary,
the unfaithful preacher who is generally evangelical but compromises his teaching with “wood, hay,
straw” (i.e. false doctrine) “will be saved yet so as through fire” (1 Cor. 3: 10-15). Obviously then,
there are other rewards besides entrance into heaven—rewards for faithful teaching being included.
These are incentives for our obedience, and if we believe these promises, God is glorified. Like eternal
life, they are rewards based on grace not merit, for only as grace permeates our life and work can we
do anything pleasing to God.

If we have our eyes only on the praise of men, we will forfeit the praise of the heavenly Father. For
this reason we should not let our left hand know what our right hand is doing. It is possible that Jesus
was speaking more literally than metaphorically. When we offer gifts to others, we should not make a
show of it by offering it with both hands, but rather with one hand very discretely and secretively
passing the gift to the recipient (Chamblin, p. 43, citing Gundry, p. 102). Another possibility is given
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by Hendriksen who interprets the phrase as total lack of knowledge. | prefer to think that Jesus is
referring to the normal way we use our hands. When we are going about our daily routine, we are
constantly using our hands, but we are seldom conscious of this activity. We grab, squeeze, release,
etc. without much thought. In other words, our giving should lack self-consciousness. We should not
keep records of good deeds, constantly reminding ourselves the good we have done. At the final
judgment, those who did good deeds to others will not have kept a record of their works and will be
quite surprised when Christ rehearsed their history of well-doing (Matt. 25: 34-40). As for our part,
we should have the attitude of unworthy slaves who have only done what we ought to have done, and
much less than we should have done (Lk. 17: 10).

This begs another question. Should all our giving be anonymous (without providing the recipient our
names)? Notice what the verse says, “But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what
your right hand is doing.” The real issue is my own self-consciousness, not the consciousness of
another. | could be just as self-conscious of my anonymous gift as one which is not anonymous. The
error of advertising is evident—I should not announce my giving to others for the purpose of receiving
the praise of men. But this does not always require anonymity (being nameless) to the one who receives
the gift. Fran and | have had as many as thirty-five individual supporters who have contributed monthly
or yearly to our ministry in Africa. Without them and the twenty-six churches which have supported
us, we would not have had a ministry in Africa. We know all of them by name, which means that none
of them are anonymous donors. Had they wished, they could have donated anonymously; but had they
done so, we would have been deprived of the privilege of thanking them personally for their support.
Knowing them personally puts a face on their contribution, and gives us the encouragement that
Christians are concerned about missions and believe in our work. This is far removed from practicing
one’s righteousness before men. Had they wanted to advertise their giving, they would be telling
everyone in their church that they support our ministry. As it is, probably very few people besides us
even know that they are giving to our ministry.

I only point this out because | had the very discouraging experience of giving to someone who did not
appreciate a gift which I had not given anonymously. He insinuated his displeasure by saying that he
had received a great deal of help from others “who did not let their left hand know what their right hand
was doing.” Again, the real issue is the motive. Did I want to get credit for giving, or did I simply wish
him to know that | loved him? He should have, at least, given me the benefit of the doubt.

b. Sincerity in Prayer—Matthew 6: 5-8

We could apply the same arguments to the subject of prayer. Is Jesus forbidding public prayer since
this might be seen as practicing our righteousness before men? Is he forbidding long prayers? This is
far from his purpose. He is only forbidding the improper use of prayer: the promotion of self in the
eyes of others, and the use of prayer to manipulate God. God does not require eloquence or length in
our prayers, only sincerity. What are we trying to accomplish in our prayers? Are we humbly
communicating our praise, repentance, needs, and petitions to God as those who are dependent upon
Him, or are we attempting to prove our spirituality and piety to others? We cannot do both at the same
time. The first type of prayer is answered, but the second is not (Lk. 18: 9-14).

We may just as easily violate the spirit of Jesus’ instructions by praying privately and then making our

habits of private prayer known to others. There are many subtle ways of promoting ourselves, and
sometimes we do it under the guise false pretense of “encouraging” others in their faith and practice.
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It isn’t wrong to encourage others in their walk with Christ, but we must be careful that the way we do
this doesn’t appear as an advertisement of spirituality.

When we pray sincerely, we will be rewarded by our heavenly Father. This does not simply mean that
we will gain the requests we prayed for if they are in accordance with His will, but that the prayer itself
becomes a means of deepening our communion with God.

What reward could there be? And how does God show his approval? By means of the very communion
that is taking place—by its becoming an ever deeper and more intimate communion, until there is a closeness
of fellowship far beyond what the person could have envisaged at the outset. (For comparison, consider
that the proper reward for being in love is not inheriting a fortune from your beloved’s parents, but marriage;
and that the proper reward for writing a book is the book itself, not the royalty that one receives.) Is it not
here that we find the best explanation for the words of Mt. 7: 7-11? Does not the assurance that an answer
to prayer is forthcoming, arise out of the intimacy of communion, in which one becomes increasingly
sensitive to the voice of the heavenly Father ? (Chamblin, pp. 44-45)

Meaningless repetition (“babble”) was the practice of the pagans who thought that by repetition of the
names of the gods they would eventually summon the correct one to give them their request (Chamblin,
p. 45; cf. Acts 17: 23 in which the Athenians were attempting to cover every situation by making a
monument to the “unknown god”; for meaningless repetition, cf. 1 Kings 18: 26). By mentioning this
practice, however, Jesus obviously wished to condemn this practice among the Jews, for they were his
primary audience (Carson, p. 166). God does not answer his children’s prayers because they pile word
on top of word, but because they are His children. Since He already knows what we need (v. 8), we
only have to ask Him for what we need. We don’t have to manipulate Him. He cannot be manipulated
by our prayers to do something against His will, contradicts His wisdom, or ruins His children. He
truly knows what we really need, which often does not correspond to what we want. If we had the
perfect mind of Christ, we would receive every request we pray for, since we would interpret our needs
according to perfect wisdom. Since we don’t have this ability, we pray, “Not our will, but yours be
done”, the same prayer even Jesus prayed when his perfect humanity cringed at the thought of being
separated from the Father at Calvary.

Although our heavenly Father knows our every need, we are still instructed to pray for those needs.
This is not a contradiction or a mere formality. God does not work in our lives by magic but by means,
persistent prayer being one of those means (LK. 18: 1-8). Through prayer we participate with God’s
work in our lives and in the lives of others. Prayer also serves the purpose of reminding us where our
blessings come from. We do not worship a deistic God who is remote and detached from His creatures
or His creation, but a God who is connected with His creation through providence and especially with
His children through the Holy Spirit, a God who is there.

c. A Guide for Prayer—the Lord’s Prayer—Matthew 6: 9-13; Luke 11: 1-4

(Note: Luke’s version is not in the same temporal context as Matthew’s version. We may assume it is
spoken on a separate occasion.)

The brevity of this prayer is not intended as a prohibition of longer prayers, but gives us a general
framework to go by. Neither must we think that a prayer this short, prayed in earnest, is unworthy of
prayer. This is the prayer our Lord taught us to pray, not as a liturgical requirement for public worship,
but as a simple guideline for ordering our prayers.
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It begins at the beginning, with God. The first three petitions are all about the sovereign claims of God
upon this world which take priority over our needs (cf. Chamblin, p. 50). This priority becomes clearer
to us as we grow in grace; God does not exist for our purpose, but we for His purpose. Nevertheless,
as we come to know God better, we find that our well-being is dependent on His will being done both
in our lives and in the lives of others. “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for
they shall be satisfied.”

God is our Father, and our first desire is that His name be hallowed (from hagiazo; set apart or
consecrated)—the first petition. We desire that God be known as the only true God and to be
worshipped, and honored among the nations. This is the only time the name of God is mentioned in
the prayer.

It is possible to use the name (or a name) of God excessively, as though the more often | employ the word
“Lord” or “Jesus” in my prayer, the more likely it is that he will hear me. Is there not a warning here against
our using prayers (and in particular a rather nervous and anxious repetition of the name or names of God)
as a means of winning his favor—a usage reminiscent of the pagan’s prayers? God is our Father; and who
talks to his own father or to a friend by constantly repeating his name? (Chamblin, unpublished, p. 50).

The second petition is similar to the command of Matthew 6: 33 and is coordinate to the first petition.
God’s name will not be fully hallowed until His kingdom comes in its full splendor—its full
consummation—in which case His preceptive will (His prescribed moral will) revealed in the Old and
New Testaments will be done on earth as it is in heaven. God’s decreed will is always being done. He
is the sovereign Lord who “does according to His will in the host of heaven and among the inhabitants
of earth; and no one can ward off His hand or say to Him, ‘What hast Thou done?’”’(Dan. 4: 35) No
one can prevent God from doing what He wills to be done, but this not the petition Jesus is
commanding. Jesus teaches us to pray that the whole universe of men will yield voluntary and loving
submission to His lordship, subduing the earth for His glory alone. Therefore, this is a prayer for the
consummate (complete and perfect in every way) eschatological kingdom of God on earth. The angels
in heaven are gloriously pleased to obey God’s every command. The new heavens and earth will be
such a place in which believers will find their greatest joy in fully obeying their Lord. We have a
foretaste of this kingdom in the church, but the church has not yet been fully glorified and every
Christian still lacks full commitment and obedience to Christ. This will all be corrected at the return
of Christ and the restoration of all things (Rom. 8: 18-22).

But we are not simply to wait patiently for this consummation. We are instructed here to pray for this
kingdom to come progressively in the here and now of human experience until the consummation.
Jesus is not suggesting that we “polish the brass on a sinking ship (the world)” as it were. Every good
work we do for Christ and His kingdom is significant and will have an impact on this world for good
(1 Cor. 15: 58). Therefore, the command to pray for this kingdom implies, in turn, that we are actively
involved in bringing it about (Chamblin, p. 52). “Seeking the kingdom” does not imply idle
wishfulness or escapism; rather, it implies a full commitment to the claims of God’s kingdom being
realized on earth. To the extent that we are able, we should be seeking ways to make lasting
improvements in the world, not only by preaching the gospel but by practically applying the gospel to
the deepest, darkest, dirtiest corners of man’s sinful existence. This would include feeding the hungry,
healing the sick, educating the disadvantaged, governing countries, or selling bananas in the market
place—all in the name of Christ and according to the standards of his ethical law. There is no “square
millimeter of ground [on earth] about which God does not say, ‘It is mine!”” (Abraham Kuyper). Isaac
Watts makes the same claim eloquently in his hymn, “Joy to the World”. “No more let sins and sorrows

christcommunitystudycenter.org—revised October, 2015 through April, 2017 77



The Synoptic Gospels 78

grow, nor thorns infest the ground; he comes to make his blessings flow far as the curse is found, far
as the curse is found.” And where is God’s curse found? Everywhere. And where does God wish the
blessings of Christ to flow to bring healing to the earth and reverse this curse? On every square
millimeter. Nothing less will do, for God owns the earth and will not allocate even one square
millimeter to Satan or his human accomplices.

After the claims of God are appropriately prayed for, Christ then directs us to pray for our personal
petitions. But even our personal petitions should be informed by the awareness of our corporate unity
with the body of Christ. “Our Father”, not “my Father”; “us”, not “me”. When we lay out our petitions
we must not forget that these are also the petitions of the whole church in need of God’s providential
care. We must be concerned for others within the community of the King who are also working for
the consummation of His kingdom on earth. In order to be effective as His people, all of us, not just
me, need daily bread, forgiveness from God and the ability to forgive others, spiritual power to resist
temptations, and the deliverance from “the evil one” who often renders us unable to accomplish the
good works by which His kingdom is realized on earth.

“Give us this day our daily bread”—the fourth petition—reminds us of our continuing need for
dependence upon God lest through abundance we forget that each day is full of need—not just my need
but the need of all believers everywhere. Jesus instructs us to pray for daily, not yearly needs; but daily
dependence does not eliminate the importance of planning for the future so that we may not be a burden
upon others and so that we may be helpful to others, particularly one’s own children and grandchildren.

A good man leaves an inheritance to his children's children, And the wealth of the sinner is stored up for
the righteous. (Proverbs 13:22 NASB)

He who steals must steal no longer; but rather he must labor, performing with his own hands what is good,
so that he will have something to share with one who has need. (Ephesians 4:28 NASB)

We are also instructed to pray for bread, that is, the necessities of life, not its luxuries. God may be
pleased to give us abundance like Abraham’s, but our prayer is for that modest portion of material
goods which should bring legitimate contentment.

If we have food and covering, with these we shall be content. (1 Timothy 6:8 NASB)

Implicitly, the fourth petition refutes the prosperity gospel. If the Lord wished all of His children to be
rich, He would have instructed us to pray for riches. As it is, He does wish all of us to be forgiven of
sins and to forgive others. He wishes all of us to be holy and to resist temptations. The Lord’s prayer
gives us guidance concerning what should be and what should not be our major concerns.

We will save the fifth petition for later. The sixth petition, “Lead us not into temptation” presents a bit
of a problem. At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, the Holy Spirit “led” (Mk. 1: 12 uses “impelled”
NASB; “drove” ESV) Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil (Matt. 4: 1; Lk. 4: 1-2).
How then can we pray a petition like this knowing that God will allow us to be tempted daily?
Furthermore, we are instructed by James “to count it all joy” when we “encounter various temptations”
(James 2: 2; pairasmos—the same word used in the Lord’s Prayer). In James, the word “temptations”
can be translated “trials”, but it matters little how it is translated since James says without qualification
that God “does not tempt anyone” (Jamesl: 13). However, if we believe that God is in control and not
the devil, we have to concede that an omnipotent God permits Satan to tempt us just as He allowed
Satan to tempt Adam, Job, and Jesus (Matt. 4). When Satan is allowed to tempt us, this same temptation
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becomes a trial to us, a form of testing which has the divine purpose of producing endurance (James
1: 3). What Satan is allowed to use as a temptation to lead us into sin, God uses as a test to produce
endurance and proven character. Sometimes we fail the test, but at other times we pass the test and
learn obedience from it; and even our failures are used by God for our ultimate good, to humble us and
conform us to his image (Rom. 8: 28-29).

This, of course, doesn’t solve all the difficulties. In 2 Samuel 24: 1, we read that God’s anger against
Israel incited David to take an illegal census. Even wicked Joab knew the census to be wrong, but
David plows ahead anyway and Israel suffers the consequences. Never mind that 1 Chronicles 21: 1
says that Satan stood against Israel and moved David to take the census. Since God does not tempt
anyone to sin, He must have used Satan to tempt David. And why? Because God was angry with
Israel—about what the text does not tell us. Davis is correct when he argues that an appeal to the
permissive will of God doesn’t solve anything.

It may sound better, but God must decide to permit. We cannot use Satan to avoid God”....How then could
David be blamed for doing what Yahweh commanded? I don’t know, but I don’t want to fudge the text
simply to escape a theological problem....Walter Kaiser put it this way:

It is true, according to the Hebrew thinking, that whatever God permits he commits. By allowing this
census-taking, God is viewed as having brought about the act. The Hebrews were not very concerned
with determining secondary causes and properly attributing them to the exact cause. Under the divine
providence everything ultimately was attributed to him; why not say he did in the first place? (Dale
Ralph Davis, 2 Samuel—Looking on the Heart, pp. 260-261)

Getting back to Matthew, the sixth petition is not a request to be free from all temptations (plural), for
many of the trials which build endurance come precisely from many temptations. Were it not for trials,
we would never grow in our faith. What we are taught to pray is that God would not allow us to be led
into any temptation or series of temptations which would make ultimate shipwreck of our faith. Jesus
was compelled by the Spirit to be tempted in the wilderness, but he was also delivered from “the evil
one”, the devil (Chamblin, p. 416). The definite article, tou, “the”, is before the word, “evil”. We are
asking God to spare us from