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MATTHEW 

CHAPTER 1 
1:1  The book of the generation -  ñBookò, Gk. biblos , suggests a formal 

volume. It could be that Matthew refers only to the genealogy -  but in this 
case,  biblos  hardly seems the appropriate word. The Gospels were 

transcripts of the Gospel message preached by e.g. Matthew, and as time 
went on and the Lord didnôt return, under inspiration they wrote down 

their standard accounts of the good news. The Greek  genesis  translated 

ñgenerationò is also translated ñnatureò in itsô other two occurrences 
(James 1:23; 3:6).  If the ñbookò refers to the book of the Gospel of 

Matthew, the idea could be that this is a Gospel which focuses upon the 
nature of Jesus. Related words occur often in the genealogies -  people 

ñbegatò [Gk. gennao ] their descendants, until Jesus was  gennao  of Mary 
(Mt. 1:16). Jesus as a person had a ógenesisô, He was ógeneratedô by Mary 

as His ancestors had been ógeneratedô by the ógenerationsô of their 
ancestors -  the whole chapter is a huge blow to the idea that Jesus pre -

existed as a person before His birt h. His ógenerationô is presented as being 
of the same nature as the ógenerationô of His human ancestors. 

The son of David, the son of Abraham -  The Roman emperors and Greek 
heroes sometimes traced their pedigree back to a god -  and therefore the 

genealogy of  Jesus, whom the Gospels present as the ultimate Emperor, 
is quite radical in this regard. For it traces the pedigree of Jesus back to a 

man, Abraham. The greatness of Jesus was in his humanity.  

 
1:2  Abraham begot Isaac, Isaac begot Jacob, Jacob begot Juda h and his 

brothers -  The fact Isaac and Jacob had brothers is carefully omitted -  
because the descendants of Ishmael and Esau were not counted as the 

people of God.  

 

1:3  Judah begot Perez and Zerah of Tamar and Perez begot Hezron, 
Hezron begot Ram -  Since the  Lord was descended through the line of 

Phares, why mention the birth of Zara -  seeing that so many details are 
omitted in this genealogy, even whole generations, why take space to 

record this? Perhaps it was because Zara was the first born, but Phares 
got the birthright. And the genealogies teach us how God delights to work 

through the underling, the rejected, the humanly weak.  
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Tamar was a prostitute and adulteress, just like Rahab. See on 1:5.  

 

1:4  Ram begot Amminadab, Amminadab begot Nahshon, Nahshon bego t 
Salmon -  Salmon was of the tribe of Judah, because this is the genealogy 

through Judah (1:2). The two spies who had been faithful the first time 
when spies were sent out were Joshua and Caleb -  of the tribes of Ephraim 

and Judah (Num. 13:6; Jud. 2:9). It s eems a fair guess that when the 
two spies were sent out, they were from these same two tribes. Salmon 

was a prince of the tribe of Judah -  itôs a fair guess that he was one of the 
two spies who went to Rahab, and he subsequently married her.  

 
1:5  Salmon beg ot Boaz of Rahab and Boaz begot Obed of Ruth and Obed 

begot Jesse -  Rahab was a Gentile and a sinner. Jesus was morally 
perfect, and yet the genealogy shows how He had much against Him 

spiritually. We canôt blame our lack of spirituality upon our bad 
backgr ound. Note that there was so much intermarriage with Gentiles like 

Rahab and Ruth throughout Israelôs history; their standing with God was 
therefore never on the basis of ethnic purity, but rather by cultural 

identity and Godôs grace. Matthewôs genealogy features [unusually, for 
Jewish genealogies] several women, who had become the ancestors of 

Messiah through unusual relationships. Itôs almost as if the genealogy is 

there in the form that it is to pave the way for the account of Maryôs 
conception of Jesus without a man.  

 

1:6  Jesse begot David the king -  Literally ñthe  David  the  kingò. The others 
arenôt mentioned as being kings. The implication may be that Jesus was 

the promised descendant of David and the promises of eternal Kingship 
made to Davidôs descendant are therefore applicable to Jesus.  

 
And David begot Solomon of her that had been the wife of Uriah -  Literally 

ñshe of Uriahò. ñShe that that been the wife ofò is added by some 
translators in explanation, but isnôt in the original. Whilst God óforgetsô sin 

in the sense that He no longer holds it against us, the memory of those 
sins isnôt obliterated, and His word is full of such allusions to sin which 

although He has forgiven it and symbolically ñblotted it outò, it still 
remains within Divine history. We  too can forgive but óforgettingô isnôt 

always possible, and is no sign that we have failed to forgive.  

 

1:7  And Solomon begot Rehoboam, Rehoboam begot Abijah, Abijah begot 
Asa -  Wicked Roboam begat wicked Abia; wicked Abia begat good Asa; 

good Asa begat g ood Josaphat; good Josaphat begat wicked Joram. 
Perhaps the emphasis is that spirituality isnôt genetic, and neither is 

sinfulness. Jesus was perfect despite being from such ñbad bloodò; and 



we likewise canôt blame our failures on bad background. Neither can we 

assume that the children of the faithful will be righteous.  

 
1:8  Asa begot Jehoshaphat, Jehoshaphat begot Joram, Joram begot 

Uzziah -  Three generations are skipped here. See on 1:17. Perhaps the 
omission was because Joram married Athaliah, daughter of  Jezebel the 

wife of Ahab, and those generations were idolaters. As we note on 1:12, 
children who donôt worship the true God are forgotten in the ultimate 

course of Divine history. In this case, his iniquity was indeed visited upon 
the third generation (Ex . 20:3 -6). We  also see here a fulfilment of the 

prophecy that Ahabôs house would be eradicated (2 Kings 9:8). 

1:9 Uzziah begot Jotham, Jotham begot Ahaz, Ahaz begot Hezekiah -  The 

record here and in :10 seems to stress that the good beget the bad who 
beget the good; as if to establish the point that natural pedigree is no 

guarantee of spirituality. This was something the Jews needed to 
appreciate.  

 
1:10 Hezekiah begot Manasseh, Manasseh begot Amon, Amon begot 

Josiah -  See on :9.  

 
1:11  Josiah begot Jechoniah a nd his brothers, at the time of the captivity 

in Babylon -  The apparent contradiction with 1 Chron. 3:5,6 is solved if we 
understand this to be a reference to Joachin.   

 
1:12  And after the captivity in Babylon, Jechoniah begot Shealtiel, 

Shealtiel begot Zer ubbabel -  Therefore the reference to Jechoniah being 
written ñchildlessò (Jer. 22:30) perhaps means that as Jeremiah goes on 

to comment ñNo man of his seed shall prosperò. If our children arenôt 
spiritually prosperous, it is as if we were childless. Thus we  see that the 

whole purpose of having children is to ñraise a Godly seedò. 

1:13 Zerubbabel begot Abiud -  Other children of Zerubbabel are recor ded 

in 1 Chron. 3:19. But it was through one who was not otherwise of note 
or fame that the Lord was descended. Or  perhaps Abiud was another 

name for one of the sons listed there. The apparent contradiction with Lk. 
3:27 is solved if we read that as "which was the son of Rhesa 

Zerubbabel". See on :16.  

Abiud begot Eliakim, Eliakim begot Azor -  This part of the genealogy  is not 
found in the Old Testament. We wonder whether God as it were beamed 

this information into Matthew, or whether he did his own research 
through public registers and was Divinely guided and inspired in his 

findings and how he recorded it.  



 

1:14  Azor b egot Sadoc, Sadoc begot Achim, Achim begot Eliud -  Matthew 
is presenting the line through Judah. But there was a Levite at this time 

also called ñZadokò (Neh. 10:21). It could be that this person was 
descended from both Judah and Levi through an inter - triba l marriage of 

his parents. In this case he wouldôve been a potential king-priest, 
preparing the way for us to understand Jesus as a king -priest.  

 

1:15  Eliud begot Eleazar, Eleazar begot Matthan, Matthan begot Jacob -  
The genealogies prove that Joseph was a descendant of David, indeed the 

rightful king of Israel had there been a monarchy at the time of Jesus. 

Jesus was his adopted son; he was "as was supposed", or 'as was 
reckoned by law', the son of Joseph (Lk. 3:23). The record in Luke 

appears to be that of  Mary; Joseph being "the son of Heli" was probably 
by reason of marrying Mary, the daughter of Heli (Lk. 3:23); the Talmud 

speaks with gross vitriolic about Mary the daughter of Heli going to hell 
for her blasphemy, referring to Mary the mother of Jesus. T his shows that 

the Jews accept that Mary was the daughter of Heli. Heli's father was 
Matthat, who can be equated with Matthan the grandfather of Joseph. 

Thus Mary and Joseph were cousins (hinting at an arranged marriage?), 
and therefore Jesus was a son of David through both his mother and 

father by adoption. In the light of this it is evident that the question mark 
over the validity of a genealogy through Joseph is an irrelevancy, seeing 

that Joseph and Mary had a common grandfather. The point has to be 
mad e that a humanly fabricated genealogy would be sure to make some 

glaring errors, especially if it was produced by simple, uneducated men as 

the Jews claim the New Testament was. The wonder of the New 
Testament genealogies is that closer study reveals ever more intricate 

internal evidence for their truth and reliability, rather than exposing more 
problems.  

 

1:16 Jacob begot Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, 
who is called Christ -  Lk. 3:27 describes Zerubbabel as the head / chief / 

leader. Th e term Rhesa is incorrectly rendered in many versions as a 
name. Perhaps Lukeôs point was that the Lord Jesus was the final 

Messiah, after the failure of so many potential ones beforehand. 

óZerubbabel the chiefô would then be a similar rubric to ñDavid the kingò in 
Matthewôs genealogy (:6).  

Joseph was actually the rightful king of Israel, according to this 

genealogy. Yet he was living in poverty and without recognition for who 
he was -  exactly the kind of person God would use for the great task of 

raising H is only begotten Son.  

 

1:17  So all the generations from Abraham to David are fourteen 



generations and from David to the captivity in Babylon fourteen 

generations and from the captivity in Babylon to the Christ fourteen 
generations -  This must have some conn ection with the 42 stopping places 

before Israel reached Canaan, as described in Num.33:2. Thus the birth 
of Christ would be like God's people entering the promised land of the 

Kingdom in some way. It could be argued from this (and other evidence) 
that it was Godôs intention for the Kingdom to be entered by Israel at the 

time of Jesus -  it was after all, His intention that Israel accepted their 
Messiah. But they crucified Him, and therefore the potential didnôt come 

true. This open ended nature of Godôs prophetic program means that itôs 
impossible to fit together all latter day prophecies into some chronological 

framework.  

 

The genealogy presented by Matthew doesnôt include every generation, 
there are some gaps (see on 1:8; and Zorababel was Salathielôs 

grandson, 1 Chron. 3:19, yet 1:12 says be ñbegatò him). Thus some 
ñbegatò their grandson or great grandson. Clearly Matthew had a purpose 

in presenting the material like this -  but expositors have failed to come up 
with anything convincing. It could simply be that the Gospels were 

designed to be memorized, as most Christians were illiterate; and the 3 x 
14 structure was to aid memorization. One interesting observation is that 

the last 14 generations from the captivity to the time of Christ amount to 
the 490 years prophesied for this same period by Dan. 9:25 -  if we take a 

generation to be 35 years, which it is in Job 42:16. The numerical value 
of the Hebrew word ñDavidò is 14, so it could also be that Matthew is 

eloquently demonstrating that Jesus was indeed t he promised seed of 

David. If indeed six is the number of man and seven represents 
perfection, then 6 x 7 = 42 -  the generations culminated in the perfect 

man, Jesus.  

 
1:18  Now the birth of Jesus Christ was as follows. When his mother Mary 

had been betrothe d to Joseph, before they came together, she was found 
with child of the Holy Spirit -  The Greek seems to imply she was 

understood [ñfoundò] to be with a child which had come ek , out of, from, 
the Holy Spirit. This could be implying that Joseph himself belie ved or 

perceived that the child was from the Holy Spirit. This would explain why 

he sought not to humiliate her publicly  about the matter (1:19).  

 
The descriptions of Mary as keeping things in her heart (Lk. 2:19,52), and 

the way it seems she didnôt tell Joseph about the Angelôs visit, but instead 
immediately went down to Elisabeth for three monthsé all these are 

indications that Mary, like many sens itive people, was a very closed 
woman. Only when Mary was ñfoundò pregnant by Joseph (Mt. 1:18-  s.w. 

to see, perceive, be obvious) was the situation explained to him by an 



Angel. It seems His move to divorce her was based on his noticing she 

was pregnant, and she hadnôt given any explanation to him. She ñaroseò 
after perhaps being face down on the ground as the Angel spoke with her, 

and went immediately off to Elisabeth. And then, after three months she 
returns evidently pregnant (Lk. 1:39). Mary is portray ed as somehow 

separate from the other ministering women. It would have been 
psychologically impossible, or at best very hard, for the mother of the 

Lord to hang around with them. The group dynamics would have been 
impossible. Likewise in Acts 1:14 we have ñthe women, and Mary the 

mother of Jesusò, as if she is separate from them. She followed Him to 
Cana, uninvited, and also to Capernaum. Next she is at the cross risking 

her life, but she isn't among the women who went to the grave. Why not? 
It was surely n atural that she would go there, and that the other women 

would go with her to comfort her. But she was a loner; either she went 
alone, as I think I would have tried to, or she just couldnôt face contact 

with the others and simply hid away. And could it be that Jesus, in 

recognition of her unique perception of Him, appeared to her first 
privately, in a rightfully unrecorded meeting? But by Acts 1:14, she was 

in the upper room, as if His death led her to be more reconciled to her 
brethren, to seek to get alon g with them... although by nature, in her 

heart and soul, she was a loner, maybe almost reclusive. A struggler to 
understand. A meditator, a reflector, who just wanted to be alone, one of 

those who take their energy from themselves rather than from other 
people.   

 

1:19  And Joseph her husband, being a righteous man and not willing to 

make her a public example, decided to send her away secretly -  The very 
same phrase is used by Matthew to describe Christ as the ultimately just 

or righteous man as He hung upon  the cross (27:19,24; Lk. 23:47; 1 Pet. 
3:18); the implication is surely that Josephôs just or righteousness played 

a role in the final perfection of Jesus as the ultimately ñjust manò. For it 
was he who wouldôve first taught Jesus the shema , emphasizing t he word 

ñoneò as Jewish fathers did, correcting the young Jesus as He stutteringly 
repeated it. The same term is used about Jesus now in His heavenly glory 

(Acts 22:14; 1 Jn. 2:1) and as He will be at the day of judgment (2 Tim. 
4:8); the influence of pare nts upon their children is in some sense 

eternal. For Jesus is the same yesterday, today and forever; we too, as 
the sum of all the influences upon us, will really be saved and 

immortalized as persons. And the same was true of Jesus; hence the 
words and st yle of Maryôs hymn of praise can be found repeated in the 

later words of Jesus, and also in the words He spoke from Heaven to the 

churches in Revelation. Joseph had various alternatives open to him; the 
trial of jealousy of Numbers 5, divorce, seeking comp ensation from the 

father, public shaming of the wife, or to stone her. But his justice was 
such that he sought to show grace and quietly divorce her (see on 

1:20  Take unto you ). Love protects from shame, not as it were covering 



up sin which needs to be exp osed, but seeking to cover over in the sense 

that Godôs atonement covers over our sins, as 1 Cor. 13 defines at 
length.   

 

It was normal that the father of the crucified disposed of the body. But 
another Joseph, also described as a ñjust manò as Joseph was (Lk. 

23:50), was the one who took this responsibility; remember that Joseph 
was alive and known as the apparent father of Jesus during His ministry 

(Jn. 6:42). Likewise one would think it appropriate that the first person to 
whom the risen Lord revealed Hi mself wouldôve been to His mother, for 

she after all was the channel of the whole marvellous  thing, the only one 

who for sure believed in a virgin birth. But by an apparently cruel twist of 
circumstance, it was to another Mary, Magdalene, that the Lord fir st 

revealed Himself, and it is she and not His mother Mary who takes the 
message to others. In this context we recall how in His last mortal 

moments, Christ motioned to His mother that John and not He was now 
her son (Jn. 19:26), addressing her as ñwomanò rather than ñmotherò-  an 

unusual and even rude form of address to use to onesô mother in public. 
In all this we see a conscious diminishing of the human significance of the 

Lordôs earthly family, in order to underline that now a new family of Jesus 
had bee n brought into existence by the cross. This must have been so 

hard for Joseph and Mary, as it is for us -  to realize that we are but 
channels, used by God in certain ways at certain times, to the 

development of His glory according to His program and not our  own.  

 

1:20 But as he thought on these things, an angel of the Lord appeared to 
him in a dream, saying: Joseph you son of David, do not be afraid to take 

Mary as your wife, for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit -  
The descriptions of Jesus  as a "man", a human being, have little meaning 

if in fact He pre -existed as God for millions of years before. The 
descriptions of Him as "begotten" (passive of  gennan  in Mt. 1:16,20) 

make no suggestion of pre -existence at all. And the words of the Lord 
Jesus and His general behaviour would have to be read as all being 

purposefully deceptive, if in fact He was really a pre -existent god. There is 
no hint of any belief in a pre -existent Jesus until the writings of Justin 

Martyr in the second century -  and he o nly develops the idea in his 

dialogue with Trypho the Jew. The Biblical accounts of the Lord's 
conception and birth just flatly contradict the idea of pre -existence.  

 

He thought -  The Greek  en- thumeomai  could mean to be angry or 
indignant, for that is how  thumeomai  is usually translated in the NT. His 

anger and frustration would still be possible even if he correctly perceived 
that the child was from God (see on 1:18).   



 

"Do not be afraid" was a feature of Joseph's life at this time. The three 
Angelic appear ances to him which are recorded show him immediately 

responding. Such immediacy of response is typical of Godôs faithful 
servants; delay in these cases is so often an excuse for inaction and 

disbelief.  The Greek  phobeo  is also used of reverence and awe bef ore 
God. Perhaps he understandably thought that he could in no way marry 

and sleep with a woman who had been the channel of Godôs Spirit to 
produce His only begotten son. Those thoughts surely did cross his mind, 

whatever view we take of  phobeo  here. We se e here the sensitivity of God 
to human fears and feelings; He knows our thoughts and fears perfectly, 

and gives the needed assurance. The message that ñthat which is 
conceived of her  is of the Holy Spiritò would therefore have had the 

emphasis upon the wor d ñisò, confirming Joseph in his perception (see on 
1:18 -  he had perceived [AV ñfound] that the child was of the Holy Spirit). 

 
The implication of "take Mary as your wife" could be that they were about 

to marry, when it became apparent Mary was pregnant. H e immediately 
married her (:24), seeking to protect her from the shame of the situation, 

thereby giving the impression that the child was his.  

 

1:21  And she shall give birth to a son, and you shall call his name Jesus; 
for it is he that shall save his peop le from their sins -  But the mission of 

Jesus was to save ñthe worldò (Jn. 3:17), to save those enter into Him 
(Jn. 10:9; Acts 2:21; Rom. 10:13). The ñworldò is ultimately the people of 

Christ whose sins have been forgiven.   

 
1:22  Now all this happened so what was spoken by the Lord through the 

prophet might be fulfilled, saying -  The present tense reflects the ongoing, 
living nature of Godôs word. Otherwise, a past tense would be required. 

What was spoken is still being spoken to each individual Bible reade r / 

listener.  

 
1:23  The virgin shall be with child and shall give birth to a son; and they 

shall call his name Immanuel, which means God with us -  God meta  us 
means somewhat more than simply ñGod with usò. The idea is also 

ñamongò. God is now among humanity through we who are the body of 
Christ.   

1:24 And Joseph woke from his sleep and did as the angel of the Lord 
commanded him, and took Mary as his wife -  Such immediate obedience is 

highly commendable, especially as marrying an already pregnant woman 
was bou nd to make the rest of his life very difficult. We think of Rebekah 



and others who were immediately obedient; it is the flesh that always 

wishes to delay our response.  

 
1:25  But he did not have sexual intercourse with her until she had given 

birth to a son ; and he called his name Jesus -  The obedience of Joseph (in 
this case, to :21) is emphasized. Likewise 2:20,21 ñArise... and he aroseò.  

  



CHAPTER 2 
2:1  Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea in the days of Herod 
the king, astrologers from the east came to Jerusalem, saying -  Probably 

Jews from Babylon who had seen the similarity between the 'star' and the 
Messianic star out of Jacob whom Balaam had prophesied (Num. 24:17). 

Perhaps they are called here  magos , sorcerers, magic men, because this 
is the image they presented to Herod, rather than stating they were Jews 

in search of Judah's Messianic King. Daniel had once been counted 
amongst the 'wise men' of Babylon (Dan. 2:48).   

 
2:2 Where  is he that is born King of the Jews? For we saw his star in the 

east and have come to worship him -  The star did not take them directly 

to Bethlehem. It may have disappeared for a while, so they went to 
Jerusalem, assuming the king was to be born there. This would indicate 

they were ignorant of Mic. 5:2, the prophecy of Messiah's birth in 
Bethlehem, or had at least failed to interpret the prophecy properly. 

Seeing that stars do not move across the sky over time in a way which 
can be followed on earth over a period of days or weeks, it's clear that 

again (see on :1), thing s are being described as they appeared to an 
observer on earth. It could be that they first saw the 'star' two years 

previously (see on 2:16).   
 

Some kings become kings by revolution or war, others are born into a 
kingly line. They clearly understood that this king was in the kingly line of 

Judah -  a direct descendant of David.  
 

2:3 And when Herod the king heard it, he was disturbed and all Jerusalem 

with him -  "All Jerusalem" were "troubled", whereas the birth of Messiah 
was to be a time of joy for Israel an d "to all people" (Lk. 2:10). The 

despised and lowly shepherds rejoiced, but "Jerusalem", perhaps referring 
to the Jewish ruling class, were "troubled". They rejected the good news 

of the Gospel because it threatened their little power structure. "All 
Jeru salem" cannot be taken literally because there were some in the city 

awaiting the birth of Messiah and joyful at the news of His birth (Lk. 
2:38).  

 
2:4  And gathering together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, 

he inquired of them where the Ch rist should be born -  The priests are 
repeatedly described in the OT as the priests  of Yahweh . Now they are 

merely the priests of the people, just as the OT "the feasts of Yahweh" 
become 'feasts of the Jews' in the Gospels. They hijacked Yahweh's 

religion a nd turned it into their own religion, meeting the basic religious 

needs of humans, rather than accepting His Truth for what it was. 
Biblically there was to only be one chief priest -  but Israel now had 

several, hence the plural  chief priests .  
 

"Be born" is  Gk.  gennao . Messiah was procreated, gendered, beginning 



within the womb of Mary -  a concept incompatible with theories of a literal 

pre -existence of Christ.  
 

Herod understood that the wise men were seeking the Messiah. This 
indicates that they were Jews wh o understood Messiah to be the King of 

Judah in David's line.  

2:5 And they said to him: In Bethlehem of Judea. For thus it is written 
through the prophet -  We get the impression that the reply was 

immediate, and that it was expected that Messiah would be bo rn in 
Bethlehem. When Angels appeared in praise of a baby born to a poor 

woman in a stable, people were not so quick to accept that God acted not 

according to their expectations of Him. And Judaism within the next 30 
years moved away from this expectation towards a position whereby they 

taught that nobody could know where Messiah was from (see on Jn. 
7:27).  

2:6 And you Bethlehem, land of Judah, are in no way least among the 

princes of Judah. For out of you shall come forth a Ruler, who shall be 
shepherd of My people Israel -  The emphasis is on the word "not". She 

was perceived as the least, but she was not in God's sight. This is so 
typically His style -  to use the most despised and lowly in order to do His 

work.  The same was His style with Mary.  

 
2:8  And he s ent them to Bethlehem -  They followed this providential 

leading, and then the star re -appeared and confirmed them in the path 
(:9). Divine guidance is rarely constant, there are times when it appears 

to leave us and we are left to work and order our path on  our own 
initiative, and then guidance reappears to confirm us.  

 
And said: Go and search carefully for the young child, and when you have 

found him, bring me word, that I may also come and worship him -  
"Search" is the same Greek word as in 2:7 concerning h ow Herod 

enquired diligently about Jesus. The impression is given that Herod 
wanted the wise men to as it were be his agents; his diligence was to be 

theirs. It could be that he was simply lazy to himself go to Bethlehem to 
see the child when it was far fr om confirmed that the child was in fact 

there.  

 
2:9 And they, having heard the king, went their way; and the star which 

they saw in the east went before them until it came and stood over where 
the young child was -  The star gave varying degrees of guidance -  it led 

them to Palestine, and then to Jerusalem in general. Then it disappeared. 
Now it specifically pinpointed the building in Bethlehem. Divine guidance 

is rather similar in our lives.  
 

2:10  And when they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceedingly gre at 



joy -  Because the star had disappeared but had now reappeared.   

 
2:11  And they came into the house and saw the young child with Mary his 

mother; and they fell down and worshipped him, and opening their 
treasures they offered to him gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh -  

These three gifts are typically what was offered to kings and there are 
several references to kings being presented with these three things. The 

extent of the wise men's conviction was therefore very great. This is how 
much it can c ost us to accept that Jesus really is Lord and King of our 

lives -  financial expense, risk, long travel...  

 

Note the absence of any reference to Joseph. His amazing obedience and 
immediacy of response to Godôs word wasnôt rewarded by any permanent 

recogniti on. He played his role without recognition, and this is the lesson 
to us in our largely unrecognized and humanly unappreciated lives.  

2:12  And being warned in a dream that they should not return to Herod -  

The Greek for "warned" implies 'to be answered', so  it seems they had 
prayed to God for guidance -  and now received it.  

 
They departed for their own country by another route -  As Joseph the next 

night likewise had an Angelic message, immediately responded and 

'departed' to another country. Their obedience wa s an example for Joseph 
and Mary to follow.2:13,14 Joseph was told to arise and take Jesus to 

Egypt; and he arose from sleep and did it. And the same double óarisingô 
occurred when he left Egypt to return to Israel (Mt 2:13,14 cp. 20,21).  

2:13  Now when the y had departed, an angel of the Lord appeared to 

Joseph in a dream, saying: Arise and take the young child and his mother 
and flee into Egypt and stay there until I tell you, for Herod will seek the 

young child to destroy him -  The Hebrew idea of 'seeking' includes the idea 
of worship -  which was exactly Herod's pretext for wanting to locate 

Jesus.  If Joseph hadn't been obedient, would God's whole plan in the Lord 

Jesus have been destroyed? Presumably so, or else the whole impression 
given of command and obed ience would be meaningless, for Joseph 

would've just been acting out as a puppet.   
 

2:14  And he arose and took the young child and his mother by night and 
departed into Egypt -  That same hour of the night (assuming dreams 

happen at night), Joseph obeyed the  strange call. The observation has 
been made that Matthewôs record has much to say about Joseph, and 

Mary is presented as passive; whereas in Luke, far more attention is 
given to Mary herself. The suggestion has been made by Tom Gaston that 

Joseph gave eye witness testimony which was used by Matthew, and Mary 
gave such testimony to Luke. "Arose and took" was in exact obedience to 

2:13 "arise and take". See on 1:25.  For Departed -  See on 2:12.   



 

2:15  And stayed there until the death of Herod, that it might be fulfilled 

which was spoken by the Lord through the prophet, saying: Out of Egypt 
did I call My son -  One of many NT statements of the nature of inspiration 

of the OT writers. God spoke  dia  the prophets, they were a channel  for 
His word , they were not speaki ng merely for and of themselves.  

 
The emphasis is that  Joseph  fulfilled this prophecy -  the grammar states 

that  he  was in Egypt until he was told to return. Hos. 11:1,2 speaks of 
how Israel were disobedient to this call: ñWhen Israel was a child, I loved 

him, and called my son out of Egypt ...  But the more I called Israel, the 

further they went from meò. The implication again is that Joseph had the 
freewill to obey this call or not -  and he was obedient. For the call to leave 

Egypt had not been answered by Isr ael and it was no foregone conclusion 
that it would have to be by Joseph.   

2:16  Then Herod, when he saw that he was deceived by the astrologers -  

The record doesn't give the impression that the wise men did what they 
did because they were mocking Herod. Rat her did they fear him and 

obeyed God's desire to foil his evil plot. But Herod perceived what they 
did as mocking him, and the record states things from the perspective of 

how he perceived things [as with the language of demons] -  see on 2:1.   

 
Was furious -  An example of where the Bible teaches us basic human 

psychology. He felt mocked by the wise men, although actually they 
hadn't mocked him, he just perceived it that way -  and so he took out his 

anger against them on the babies of Bethlehem. He transferred his anger 
from one to another. And that explains why the woman behind the till was 

so angry with you for no reason this morning -  because she was 
transferring onto you the anger she felt against her mother / partner / 

neighbour arising from an incident [pro bably a misunderstanding and 
wrong imputation of motives] which happened last night.   

 
And sent out soldiers and slew all the male children that were in 

Bethlehem and in all the borders of it aged two years and under, 
according to the time which he had det ermined from the Magi -  This would 

suggest that when he asked them when the star had first appeared, they 
replied 'about two years ago'. It would seem they had been planning their 

journey, or perhaps even making it, for two years.   

2:17 Then was fulfilled t hat which was spoken through Jeremiah the 
prophet, saying -  Be aware that when it comes to  prophecy , in the sense 

of foretelling future events, the New Testament sometimes seems to 

quote the Old Testament  without  attention to the context -  at least, so far 
as human Bible scholarship can discern. The early chapters of Matthew 

contain at least three examples of  quotations whose context just cannot 



fit the application given: Mt. 2:14,15 cp. Hos. 11:1; Mt. 2:17,18 cp. Jer. 

31:15; Mt. 1:23 cp. Is. 7:14. Much Chris tian material about Israel shows 
how they have returned to the land, rebuilt the ruined cities, made the 

desert blossom etc., as fulfilment of Old Testament prophecies in 
Jeremiah etc. The context of these prophecies often doesnôt fit a return to 

the land by Jews in the 20th century; but on the other hand, the 
correspondence between these prophecies and recent history is so 

remarkable that it canôt be just coincidence. So again we are led to 
conclude that a few words here and there within a prophecy can 

som etimes have a fulfilment outside that which the context seems to 
require.  

 
2:18  A voice was heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel 

weeping for her children -  But the focus of the massacre was Bethlehem. 
Clearly a reference to one event is being applied to another, and this is 

how Matthew understood the 'fulfilment' of prophecy.    

 
And she would not be comforted, because they are not -  The words are 

used about Rachel's husband Jacob weeping for Joseph, a clear type of 
the Lord, and refusing to be c omforted because he 'was not' [Gen. 37:35 -  

cp. the brothers' explanation about Joseph's supposed death, that "one is 
not", Gen. 42:13]. This again is rather out of strict context because 

Rachel died before Joseph's supposed death (Gen. 35:19). The literary  
argument seems to be that  if  she had then been alive,  then  she would 

have wept as Jacob wept for her son Joseph. Jacob's weeping [on behalf 
of Rachel] for the death of Joseph / Jesus was ultimately misplaced 

because Joseph was safe in Egypt. And so the we eping of 'Rachel' for the 
Bethlehem babies was done whilst Jesus was in fact safe in Egypt. This 

could explain the semantic link between the quotation of 'Out of Egypt 
have I called My Son' and then this quotation about Rachel weeping as 

Jacob wept for Jos eph, when in fact he was safe in Egypt. Jer. 31:15,16 

reports Rachel weeping for her children who had been lost, and then 
being told to stop crying because they would come again from the Gentile 

land where they had been taken. In other words, she was being  told that 
the children she thought were dead and gone were actually alive -  in a 

Gentile land. Which was exactly the case with Jacob's mourning for 
Joseph which is clearly the basis for the mourning of 'Rachel' here. But 

then the problem is that the women this verse is applied to in Matthew 2 
had lost actual children by real physical death. It's all a very complicated 

argument, and very forced and unsatisfactory to Western eyes and ears 
because the context appears to always be so inappropriate and the facts  

don't quite fit. Only parts of the picture fit. But this is very much the style 
of Jewish  midrash  [commentary] on the Old Testament. It probably 

would've been more persuasive, interesting and intriguing to first century 
Jewish ears than it is to ours in t he 21st Century.  

 

2:19  But when Herod was dead, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream 



to Joseph in Egypt, saying -  Literally, "appears", not 'appeared'. The 

inconsistent use of tenses isn't the grammatical mistake of an 
uneducated, uninspired writer. Thi s device is common in the Gospels. It 

focuses attention upon the Angel appearing, and encourages us to re - live 
the moment, as if to say, 'And wow, lo and behold -  an Angel appears!'. 

The Gospels were initially intended for public reading, even performance 
on street corners, as the majority of people in the first century world were 

illiterate. So this kind of device is just what we would expect.   
 

2:20  Arise and take the young child and his mother and go into the land 
of Israel, for they are dead that sought the young child's life -  Herod was 

not alone in wanting Jesus dead. The "they" presumably referred to the 
Jerusalem leadership of 2:3 [see note there].  

2:21 And he arose and took the young child and his mother and came 
into the land of Israel -  Again we note  his immediate obedience. 

International migration was a major thing in those days, when people 
rarely travelled more than 50 km. from their birthplace let alone moved 

that far.  
 

2:22  But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning over Judea instead 
of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. And being warned by God 

in a dream, he withdrew into the region of Galilee -  The implication could 
be that Joseph had no other information apart that from Herod had died, 

but on crossing the border, he learnt that He rod's son was reigning -  and 
Joseph feared to go further. Therefore, so I read the record, God made a 

concession to Joseph's weakness and told him to go to the backwater of 

Galilee. He "turned aside" into Galilee suggests in the Greek that he 
'withdrew hims elf', as if pulling back into obscurity. The same Greek word 

is found in Mt. 12:15: "Jesus withdrew himself from there". He likewise 
"withdrew into a desert place" (Mt. 14:13), "withdrew [from the crowds]" 

(Mk. 3:7), "withdrew" when the crowds wanted to cr own Him King (Jn. 
6:15), judges "withdrew" and talked privately amongst themselves (Acts 

26:31). So the picture seems to be that God intended Joseph to raise 
Jesus somewhere other than Galilee, perhaps in Bethlehem or Jerusalem. 

But Joseph feared Archelaus , and therefore he was given a 'plan B', to 
withdraw and fade away into the obscurity of Nazareth. But in God's 

perfect way, the upbringing in Nazareth could also fulfil His plans and this 
explains the otherwise rather forced interpretation that Jesus live d in 

Nazareth so that He would be a 'Nazarene' (see on 2:23). God works 
oftentimes with us in the same way. He makes concessions to our 

weaknesses, and whilst the plan Bs, Cs and Ds don't fit as snugly into His 

prophetic intentions as plan A might have don e-  they still fit. Because He 
makes them fit. And that in my opinion explains the slight sense we get in 

some parts of the record here that events are being 'made to fit' Bible 
prophecies. And we see it in our own lives. We may take a plan C or D, 

e.g. a s ister may marry an unbeliever, and this doesn't mean that God's 



purpose with her finishes, but rather that [e.g.] Bible teaching about 

marriage just doesn't fit as snugly to her experience as it might have 
done otherwise.  

 
2:23  And he went and dwelt in a c ity called Nazareth. That it might be 

fulfilled which was spoken through the prophets -  It was not specifically 
spoken by plural prophets that Messiah was to be called "a Nazarene" 

because He would grow up in despised Nazareth, but that was the 
implication of the prophecies that Messiah was to be despised of men. 

See on 2:22 for some thoughts about this apparent 'forcing' of the 
prophetic fulfilment here.   

 
That he should be called a Nazarene  -  The town was despised spiritually 

as incapable of producing a pr ophet (Jn. 1:46; 7:52), and yet in Hebrew it 
meant 'town of the shoot', and the shoot was a title of Messiah (Is. 11:1). 

Again this is typical of God's style -  to invest the most spiritually despised 

with the highest spiritual calling.  

   

  



CHAPTER 3 
3:1  And in those days came John the Baptist, preaching in the wilderness 
of Judea, saying -  Presumably this connects with 2:23, meaning that 

whilst the Lord was still living in Nazareth, John began preaching. One 
wonders whether John maybe began his ministry up  to three and a half 

years before the baptism of Jesus, seeing his work was typical of the 
three and a half year Elijah ministry preparing for the  second  coming of 

the Lord Jesus.   

 

3:2  Repent! For the kingdom of heaven is at hand -  There has always been 
th e rulership of God over the individuals whose hearts accept His 

Kingship. But through the work of the Lord Jesus, this rulership was made 
so much greater, and His example, teaching and spirit enabled believers 

to come more totally within that rulership. Bu t clearly the Kingdom was 
"at hand" not in the sense of its literal establishment on earth physically, 

but in that as King of the Kingdom, the Lord Jesus could rightly have "the 
Kingdom of Heaven" as a title.   

 
It appears that Matthew under inspiration exp ressed the Gospel in terms 

which were attractive and not unduly provocative to his hearers, hence he 
uses 'Heaven' for 'God' as was common Jewish practice. We too should 

present the Gospel with the same kind of forethought to the sensitivities 

and nature o f our audience, rather than baldly present 'truth' to them 
considering that we have thereby done our duty. We are not seeking to 

merely fulfil a duty, but to actually "so speak" that we convert men and 
women.  

 
A possibility is that the Kingdom of God / Hea ven could have come soon 

at that time ["at hand"]  if  Israel had repented. Then they would not have 
killed their Messiah and King but rather accepted Him. Whilst God's 

purpose was not ultimately thwarted by Israel's rejection of the Lord 
Jesus and their imp enitence, the Divine project would have taken a 

different form if they had repented and accepted Him. We note that those 
who responded to Johnôs call to repentance were again asked to ñRepentò 

by the Lord (Mt. 4:17). Their repentance was therefore only sur face level. 
The Lord cursed the fig tree (cp. Israel) because they had only leaves, an 

appearance of repentance and spiritual fruit in responding to Johnôs 

message, but actually there was not even the first sign of real fruit on 
that tree when it was reall y analysed. The Lord describes John as 

mourning to his audience, and them  not  mourning in sympathy and 
response (Lk. 7:32). They rejoiced in the idea of repentance, but never 

really got down to it.  
 

3:3  For this is he -  Is this part of John's message about  Jesus? Or is this a 
note from Matthew about  John  being the voice in the wilderness? The 

other Gospel writers use the Isaiah quotation as if it is their comment on 



John (Mk. 1:3; Lk. 3:4). The present tense 'this is he' can be understood 

as part of the dram atic present tense style of some parts of the Gospels 
[see on 2:19]. The way Mt. 3:4 continues "And this same John..." might 

suggest that "This is he" is also Matthew's comment about John.    

 
The voice of one crying -  When asked who he was, Johnôs reply was 

simply: ña voiceò (Lk. 3:7). He was nothing; his message about Jesus was 
everything. In all this there is a far cry from the self -confident, self -

projecting speaking off the podium which characterizes so much of our 
ópreachingô today. So Johnôs appeal to repentance was shot through with 

a recognition of his own humanity. It wasnôt mere moralizing. We likely 

donôt preach as John did because we fear that confronting people with 
their sins is inappropriate for us to do, because we too are sinners. But 

with re cognition of our own humanity, we build a bridge between our 
audience and ourselves. In this context it's worth reconsidering Lk. 3:7: 

"Who has warned you to flee from the wrath to come?". John said these 
words to those who were coming to him wishing to be  baptized by him -  

exactly because he had warned them of the wrath to come. It's possible 
that John meant this as a rhetorical reflection, thus enabling us to 

paraphrase him something like this: 'And what kind of man am I, who am 
I, just another sinful guy like you, who has warned you to flee? I'm 

nothing -  don't get baptized because of me, but because you repent and 
are committed to bringing forth the fruits of repentance". And itôs worth 

meditating that if Israel had responded to his preaching, then the glo rious 
salvation of God might have even then been revealed in the form of the 

Kingdom coming on earth, even then. But instead of heeding Johnôs 

message, Israel in the end crucified their King, necessitating a latter day 
John the Baptist mission (Mt. 11:13,1 4; 17:11,12). And itôs not going too 

far to suggest that our latter day witness to Israel and indeed to the world 
is to conducted in the spirit of Johnôs preaching; hence the crucial 

importance of understanding the spirit and content of his witness.  

 
In th e wilderness -  John the Baptist prepared a highway in the desert 

through baptizing repentant people (Mk. 1:3,4). This highway was to be a 
path  to  Christ as well as the one He would travel. Those converted 

became a path to Christ for others. One purpose of o ur calling to the 

Gospel is to assist others onto that same way. And it's worth reflecting 
that Christ can only come once the way for Him is prepared -  as if His 

coming depends upon a certain level of response to our preaching, 
especially to the Jews of the  very last days.  

Make ready the way of the Lord -  The quotation from Isaiah suggests that 

if the way was prepared by human repentance, then this would be the 
path over which the Lord's glory would return to Zion in the establishment 

of the Kingdom. See on 3 :2  repent . The strong suggestion is that the 



Lord's coming in glory was a possibility if Israel had repented at John's 

preaching and accepted Jesus as their Messiah. Lk. 3:6 goes on to say 
that if they had repented, then the prophecy that "all flesh shall see the 

salvation of God" would come true -  and that is clearly language of the 
future Kingdom of God on earth. For not even all Israel saw / perceived 

the Jesus / salvation of God, let alone "all flesh". The term "all flesh" is 
used frequently in the OT ab out mankind generally rather than just 

Israel; indeed it is used in contradistinction to Israel (Dt. 5:26; Job 
34:15; Is. 49:26; Is. 66:16,23,24; Jer. 25:31; Dan. 4:12).  

 

Make His paths straight -  The implication is that the repentance of people 

in Judah wo uld make straight the Lord's path over which He would travel. 
Repentant people are therefore His way to Jerusalem. This of itself 

suggests that the Lord shall only come to Zion once there is repentance in 
Israel, seeing repentant people are the way or road  which enables Him to 

travel. The allusion is clearly to the practice of preparing the road for an 
important person to travel upon. The whole metaphor suggests that 

Christ will only come to Zion once His people are spiritually ready, once 
there is repentan ce, perhaps specifically in Israel. John the Baptist was to 

prepare the Lord's way (Lk. 1:76 same Greek words). But it was 
repentant people who were to prepare the Lord's way. John's appeal was 

for others to prepare the Lord's way by repentance. But his pr eaching 
meant that he was the one preparing the way; the change of life in his 

hearers would therefore as it were be counted to John. The work of 
preparing the Lord's way is mentioned in Mal. 3:1 as being the work of 

"the messenger"; and the context appear s to be the restoration from 

Babylon. Perhaps because those addressed in Is. 40:1 ("Prepare  ye ") 
failed in their task and God sought to see it fulfilled through a specific 

messenger.  

 
The ideas of fleeing wrath (Lk. 3:7) and preparing a way are surely base d 

upon the Lawôs command in Dt. 19:3 that a way or road should be 
prepared to the city of refuge (symbolic of Christ -  Heb. 6:18), along 

which the person under the death sentence for manslaughter could flee 
for refuge. John was preparing that way or road to  Christ, and urging 

ordinary people to flee along it. They didnôt like to think they were under 

a death sentence for murder. They were just ordinary folk like the soldiers 
who grumbled about their wages, and the publicans who were a bit less 

than honest at  work. But they had to flee. But they wouldnôt be alone in 
that. If a man prepares his way after Godôs principles (2 Chron. 27:6; 

Prov. 4:26), then God will óprepareô that manôs way too (Ps. 37:23; 
119:5), confirming him in the way of escape.   

His paths st raight -  There is a definite allusion to the language here in Acts 
13:10, where a man is accused by Paul of perverting "the right [s.w. 

'straight'] ways of the Lord". Paul clearly saw  his  mission as likewise to 



prepare straight paths for the Lord Jesus by p reaching the Gospel of 

transformation. The implication could be that John's mission ultimately 
failed, in that the Lord Jesus did not come to Zion in glory. Paul seems to 

imply that therefore that work is now placed upon all Christian preachers; 
we are to prepare the way so that the Lord can come to Zion and 

establish God's Kingdom. When we read that Paul instructed men "in the 
way of the Lord" (Acts 18:25) we have the same idea -  we are preparing 

the way of the Lord Jesus. Each person who is truly converted  is part of 
the Lord's highway, and once there is sufficient transformation of human 

life, the way will be ready enough for the Lord to return upon it.   
 

Just as the preaching of the Gospel was to make straight paths for the 
Messiah to come (Lk. 3:4), so w e are to make  our  paths straight (Heb. 

12:13) -  as if somehow we are the Lord Jesus; His revelation to this world 
at the second coming will in a sense be our revelation. Hence the final 

visions of Revelation speak of the Lord's second coming in terms which 

are applicable to the community of those in Him [e.g. a city of people 
coming down from Heaven to earth]. Johnôs preaching was in order to 

make [s.w. óto bring forth fruitô] His [the Lordôs] paths straight-  but the 
ways of the Lord are ñrightò [s.w. ñstraightò] anyway (Acts 13:10). So 

how could Johnôs preaching make the Lordôs ways straight / right, when 
they already are? God is so associated with His people that their 

straightness or crookedness reflects upon Him; for they are His witnesses 
in this world. His ways are their ways. This is the N.T. equivalent of the 

O.T. concept of keeping / walking in the way of the Lord (Gen. 18:19; 2 
Kings 21:22). Perhaps this is the thought behind the exhortation of Heb. 

12:13 to make straight paths for our own feet. We a re to bring our ways 
into harmony with the Lordôs ways; for He is to be us, His ways our ways. 

Thus Is. 40:3, which is being quoted in Lk. 3:4, speaks of ñPrepare ye the 
way  of the Lord ò, whereas Is. 62:10 speaks of ñPrepare ye the way of the 

people ò. Yet tragically, the way / path of Israel was not the way / path of 

the Lord (Ez. 18:25).  

 
There was an intensity and critical urgency about John and his message. 

John urged people to make their path ñstraightò-  using a Greek word 
elsewhere translated ñimmediatelyò, ñforthwithò (Lk. 3:4 s.w. Mk. 1:12,28 

and often). Getting things straight in our lives is a question of immediate 
response. He warns people to ñflee from the wrath to comeò (Lk. 3:7). 

This was what their changed lives and baptisms were to be about -  a 
fleeing from the wrath to come. He speaks as if that ñwrath to comeò is 

just about to come, itôs staring them in the face like a wall of forest fire, 

and they are to flee away from it. And yet Paul (in one of his many 
allusions to Johnôs message, which perhaps he had heard himself óliveô) 

speaks of ñthe wrath to comeò as being the wrath of the final judgment (1 
Thess. 1:10), or possibly that of AD70 (1 Thess. 2:16). But both those 

events would not have come upon the majority of Johnôs audience. And 



the day  of ówrath to comeô is clearly ultimately to be at the Lordôs return 

(Rev. 6:17; 11:18). Yet John zooms his hearers forward in time, to 
perceive that they face condemnation and judgment day right now, as 

they hear the call of the Gospel. This was a feature  of John; he had the 
faith which sees things which are not as though they already are. Thus he 

looked at Jesus walking towards him and commented that here was the 
ñLamb of Godò, a phrase the Jews wouldôve understood as referring to the 

lamb which was about  to be sacrificed on Passover (Jn. 1:29). John 
presumably was referencing the description of the crucified Jesus in Is. 

53:7; for John, he foresaw it all, it was as if he saw Jesus as already 
being led out to die, even though that event was over three year s distant. 

And so he could appeal to his audience to face judgment day as if they 
were standing there already. We need to have the same perspective.  

 
John the Baptist's ministry was so that the 'crooked' nation of Israel 

should be 'made straight' and ready  to accept Jesus as Messiah (Lk. 3:5). 
God's enabling power was present so that this might have happened; but 

the same word is used in Acts 2:40 and Phil. 2:15 to describe Israel as 
still being a 'crooked' nation. John's preaching, like ours, was potential ly 

able to bring about the conversion of an entire nation. So instead of being 
discouraged by the lack of response to our witness, let's remember the 

enormous potential power which there is behind it. Every word, witness of 
any kind, tract left lying on a seat... has such huge potential conversion 

power lodged within it, a power from God Himself. Johnôs mission was to 
prepare Israel for Christ, to figuratively ' bring low'  the hills and 

mountains, the proud Jews of first century Israel, and raise the valleys , 

i.e. inspire the humble with the real possibility of salvation in Christ (Lk. 
3:5). Paul uses the same Greek word for "bring low" no fewer than three 

times, concerning how the Gospel has humbled him (Acts 20:19; 2 Cor. 
11:7; Phil. 4:12). It's as if he's saying: 'John's preaching did finally have 

itsô effect upon me; it did finally make me humble enough for the Lord 
Jesus'. And as John made straight paths for men's feet that they might 

come unto Christ (Mt. 3:3), so did Paul (Heb. 12:13).  There was another  
reason behind Johnôs appeal for repentance. It was that he perceived how 

eager God is to forgive, and how our acceptance of that forgiveness is His 
glory and His salvation. John says, quoting Is. 40:5, that if men repent 

and ready themselves for the Lordôs coming, then ñall flesh shall see the 
salvation of Godò. But he is changing the quotation-  Isaiah said that all 

flesh shall see the glory of God. But saving men and women is the thing 
God glories in.   

 
3:4  Now John wore a garment -  Lit. 'Had his clothing ' . The 

Greek  ekho  translated "had" is also translated 'conceive', 'count' and 'take 
for'. He took himself as Elijah. Clearly John was consciously presenting 

himself as the Elijah prophet by the way he dressed. He had to make 



some personal effort to fulfil  the prophecies about him. Even if a calling is 

intended for us by God, we still have to make conscious effort to fulfil  it. 
We can easily overestimate the amount and frequency of Divine contact 

with Bible characters. It was not so much that John was told 'Y ou are to 
be the Elijah prophet, now you must dress, act and speak like him!'. The 

choice of dress, appearance and even location in the wilderness were all 
probably John's own conscious attempts to be like Elijah, without being 

specifically asked. We too a re set up with Bible characters whom we are 
asked to follow in essence -  for this is why so much of God's word is really 

history. And there are ways in which the initiative is left with us as to how 
and how far we follow them.  

 
Of camel's hair and a leather  girdle about his loins -  This was not the 

clothing of the poor -  their garments were typically made of goat's hair. 
Indeed, camel's hair coats were a luxury. We therefore conclude that John 

was consciously modelling  himself on Elijah, who had dressed like t his (2 
Kings 1:8).  

 

And his food was locusts and wild honey -  Not necessarily from bees, but 
perhaps tree gum e.g. from the tamarisk tree.  

 
3:5  Then Jerusalem, all Judea, and all the region around the Jordan went 

out to him -  These global terms such as 'all Judaea' clearly aren't literal -  
people from all Judaea went out to John. Perhaps John set up his place of 

witness as he did so that those interested had to make some effort to 
come out to him for baptism, considering that candidates had to make 

some effort  and show some commitment. On the other hand, if he wanted 
to reach as many people as possible, surely he could've set up his place 

of preaching and baptism in the city and thereby attracted and saved 
more people. For not everyone was able to make the long  journey down 

to Jordan and back. One wonders whether he made the same mistake as 

the historical Elijah, in having too low a view of others. Whatever, his 
hard hitting message attracted people, so much so that the city dwellers 

streamed out to him, motivat ed by the testimony of the others who had 
been there and returned to share the good news of sin confessed and 

forgiven and of the coming of the Christ.  

 
3:6  And they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their 

sins -  As if they confessed thei r sins whilst in the water and the baptism 
process was ongoing.  Exomologeho  essentially means to agree with, 

hence the same word is used about 'confessing' in the sense of praising 

(s.w. Mt. 11:25, Rom. 15:9). To repent, to confess sin, is essentially to 
agree with God's perspective on our sins. They agreed that they were 

sinners. Elsewhere, what they did is described as 'the baptism of 



repentance', of  metanoia  (Mk. 1:4; Lk. 3:3; Acts 13:24; 

19:4).  Metanoia  strictly means to think again, or legally, a rever sal of a 
legal decision. The legal connotations of the language are developed 

further in Romans 1 -8, which expounds the Gospel in terms of the court 
room. I have suggested elsewhere that Paul may have heard John 

preaching, for all Jerusalem went to hear hi s message, including "many of 
the Pharisees" (:7), and Paul the Pharisee was living in Jerusalem at the 

time. This would explain his many allusions to John's teaching, and it 
could be that the whole legal approach of Romans 1 -8 is based upon this 

language of charge, agreement with the charge and re - thinking of the 
human case which we meet here, right at the start of the NT Gospel story 

(see on 3:7  The wrath to come  to see how Romans uses John's term 10 
times). The decision that we are condemned must be agre ed with by us, 

whereas previously we had not agreed with it -  considering us to be not 
that bad as people, victims of circumstance etc. Our re - thinking leads to 

God's re - thinking and reversal of the judgment against us. Note that the 

whole sense of the Gree k words for 'confessing' and 'repenting' is internal 
to the human mind. Practical change is not of itself implied in the words. 

This of course comes as a result of a genuine agreement with the charge 
of sin and a radical re - thinking. It is not therefore fo r us to demand 

repentance from others in terms of external appearance. We cannot judge 
the secrets of the heart, and are to accept repentance as claimed, seeing 

that it is a deeply personal and internal affair.   

 
3:7  But when he saw many of the Pharisees a nd Sadducees coming to his 

baptism, he said to them -  Lk. 3:12 records how there "came also 

publicans to be baptized, and said unto him, Master, what shall we do?". 
There is a parallel between desiring baptism and realizing that they must  

do  something concr etely in their lives. The baptism process brings us into 
the realm of God's gracious forgiveness and redemption, and into living 

contact with the real Christ. There is no way we can be passive to this and 
do nothing about it. Note that Matthew himself was a publican -  this is an 

example of the Gospel records being a transcript of the message 
standardly taught by e.g. Matthew.   

 

You offspring of vipers -  This intense, urgent presentation of the ultimate 

issues of life and death, acceptance and rejection, broug ht forth a 
massive response. People lined up for baptism. And John was hardly 

polite. He called his baptismal candidates a ñgeneration of vipersò, 
alluding obviously to the seed of the serpent in Gen. 3:15. Yet his tough 

line with them, his convicting them  of sin, led them to ask what precisely 
they must do, in order to be baptized. They didnôt turn away in offence. 

They somehow sensed he was for real, and the message he preached 
couldnôt be ignored or shrugged off as the ravings of a fanatic. Time and 

agai n we see the same -  the very height of the demand of Christ of itself 



convicts men and women of Him. And itôs for this reason that it seems 

almost óeasierô to convict people of Christ and the need for baptism into 
Him in societies [e.g. radical Moslem ones]  where the price for conversion 

to Him is death or serious persecutioné than in the easy going Western 
countries where being óChristianô is the normal cultural thing to do. The 

Gospel was presented in different forms by the early preachers, according 
to th eir audience. John the Baptist set the pattern in this. Having quoted 

the prophecy about the need for the rough to be made smooth and the 
proud to be humbled in order for them to accept Jesus, John 

ñsaid therefore  to the multitudeé ye offspring of vipersò (Lk. 3:7 RV). He 
used tough and startling language because that was what the audience 

required. He had set his aims -  to humble the proud. And so he used 
ñthereforeò appropriate approaches. The early preachers as Paul became 

all things to all men, so that t hey might win some. They therefore 
consciously matched their presentation and  how  they articulated the 

same basic truths to their audience. But perhaps even his comment 

ñGeneration of vipersò was said with a heart of love and appeal, reflecting 
the ñheart of mercyò which he had come to know in the Father. He was 

ñthe friend of the bridegroomò (Jn. 3:29)-  the one who introduced the 
groom to the bride and arranged the marriage and then the wedding. 

Johnôs ñGeneration of vipersò stuff was all part of his attempt to persuade 
the bride, Israel, to accept the groom, the Lord Jesus. He wasnôt angrily 

moralizing, lashing out at society as many a dysfunctional preacher does 
today, working out his own anger by criticizing and condemning society in 

the name of God. No,  John was appealing. He had an agenda and an aim -  
to bring Israel and the Son of God together in marriage.  

 
Who warned you -  The Greek means to exemplify, to 'exhibit under the 

eyes', and can imply that John had himself shown them the way of 
repentance by h aving done so himself. John the Baptist rhetorically asked 

his hearers: ñWho hath warned you to flee from the wrath to come?ò (Mt. 
3:7). The answer, of course, was óWell, you, Johnô. And John continues: 

ñBring forth therefore  [i.e., because I am the one wh o taught you] fruits 
meet for repentanceò. John recognizes that his converts will be after his 

image in one sense; as Paul put it, what his hearers had heard and seen 
in him as he preached, they were to do. So I suggest the emphasis should 

be on the word ' who', rather than on the word 'you'. The sense is not 'You 
lot of sinners? Ha! And where did you lot hear of the need for 

repentance!'. Rather is it a rhetorical question. Who warned them to flee 
from the wrath to come? John himself. Here we see another wi ndow onto 

the humility of John in his appeal. He is saying that he too has confessed 

and repented of his sins, and he knew this was witnessed in his life. And 
he asks the legalistic Pharisees to follow his example. John was asking 

them to repent of their l egalism and accept Jesus as Messiah, and it 
would seem that John had had to pass through that very same path 

himself, freeing himself from the Essene's legalism which it seems he had 



got associated with. And Elijah, John's role model, was another man who 

was led to repent of exclusivism and legalism. The point is clinched by a 
look at the Greek word translated 'warned'. It literally means to exhibit, 

to exemplify. John was the pattern for them. And if Paul was indeed 
amongst that crowd of cynical Pharisees,  Paul was ultimately John's most 

stellar convert, although little did he realize it at the time. The same can 
happen with our preaching. We may make converts years after our death. 

And the lesson comes home clearly, that the preacher or the teacher is to 
be the living embodiment of his or her message, the word being preached 

made flesh in the preacher.  
 

To flee from the anger to come -  A common idea of Paul's especially in his 
letter to the Romans (Rom. 1:18; 2:5,8; 3:5; 4:15; 5:9; 9:22;12:19; 

13:4,5). 1 The ss. 2:16 surely alludes here in speaking of how the wrath 
has come upon the orthodox Jews. See on 3:6. In Mt. 23:33 Jesus seems 

to say that it is now impossible for that group to flee the coming wrath. 

Even in this life the frame of opportunity can come to  an end before 
death.  

 

Paul alluded to some parts of the Gospels much more than others. An 
example of this is the way in which he alluded so extensively to the 

passages related to John the Baptist. I would suggest that the reason for 
this is that he saw Jo hn as somehow his hero, one for whom he had a 

deep respect. In doing so he was sharing the estimation of his Lord, who 
also saw John as one of the greatest believers. There are many 

'unconscious' links between Paul's writings and the records of John, 

indic ating how deeply the example and words of John were in Paul's mind 
(e.g. Mt. 3:7 = 1 Thess. 1:10; 5:9; Jn. 3:31 = 1 Cor. 15:47). Or consider 

how John said that wicked Jewry would be "hewn down" (Mt. 3:10); Paul 
uses the very same word to describe how the J ewish branches had now 

been "cut off" (Rom. 11:22,24). Paul saw himself as being like the best 
man, who had betrothed the believers to Christ (2 Cor. 11:2,3) -  just as 

John had described himself as the friend of the bridegroom (Jn. 3:28). Or 
again, reflect how Paul's mention of John in Acts 13:24,25 apparently 

adds nothing to his argument; it seems out of context. But it surely 
indicates the degree to which John was never far below the surface in 

Paul's thinking.   

 

3:8  Bring forth therefore fruit worthy of repentance -  It seems likely that 
Paul went to hear John the Baptist preach; "there went out to him all the 

land of Judea and they of Jerusalem" (Mk. 1:5), and at this time Paul was 
living in Jerusalem. I believe Paul heard John and was convicted by him of 

Christ. John  preached the need to "bring forth fruits meet unto 
repentance" (Mt. 3:8); and Paul made those his own watchwords in his 

world -wide preaching (Acts 26:20) -  Paul describes his preaching in 



language which is directly alluding to how John preached. As John sa id 

that he was  sent  to baptize, but especially to witness of Christ (Jn. 1:33), 
so Paul felt that he too was  sent to baptize , but his emphasis was more 

on the preaching of Christ than physically baptizing (1 Cor. 1:17).  

 
ñBring forth therefore fruit worthy of repentance" must be connected with 

our Lord's description of the Gentile believers as "a nation bringing forth 
the (vineyard) fruits" of the Kingdom (Mt. 21:43). These are defined in 

Rom. 14:17: "The Kingdom of God is... righteousness, and peace, and 
joy". Christ's parable of the vine in Jn. 15 explains that it is the word 

abiding in us which brings forth fruit. Bringing forth fruit is therefore a 

way of life (cp. Rom. 6:21,22). In each aspect in which we 'bear fruit', we 
have in a sense 'repented'. Our  repentance and fruit -bearing is not 

something which we can set time limits on within this life. Christ would 
have been satisfied if Israel had borne at least some immature fruit (Lk. 

13:7). Only when there is no fruit at all, in any aspect of spiritual li fe, will 
Christ reject us. Some will bear more fruit than others -  some sixty, some 

an hundredfold. Mt. 3:8 connects repentance with fruit bearing. This 
shows that God may recognize  degrees  of repentance and response to His 

word, as He recognizes degrees of  fruit bearing. It is far too simplistic for 
us to label some of our brethren as having repented and others as being 

totally unrepentant. In any case, the fruits of repentance are brought 
forth unto  God , not necessarily to fellow believers (Rom. 7:4). Ther e is a 

marked dearth of evidence to show that a believer must prove his 
repentance in outward terms before his brethren can accept him.  The 

ñfruitsò John had in mind are made more explicit in Luke 3. In order to 

prepare the way of the Lord, to make a level  passage for Him, the man 
with two coats should give to him who had none, and likewise share his 

food (Lk. 3:11). So the óequalityô and levelling was to be one of practical 
care for others. We have to ask, how often we have shared our food, 

clothing or mon ey with those who donôt haveé for this is all part of 
preparing for the Lordôs coming. It could even be that when there is more 

of what Paul calls ñan equalityò amongst the community of believers, that 
then the way of the Lord will have been prepared. And He will then 

return.  

 

And yet despite the demand for ñfruitò, John the Baptist showed a spirit of 
concession to human weakness in his preaching. He told the publicans: 

ñExtort no more than that which is appointed youò (Lk. 3:13 RV). He 
tacitly accepted tha t these men would be into extortion. But within limits, 

he let it go. Likewise he told soldiers to be content with their wages -  not 
to quit the job. And seeing there were no Roman Legions in Judaea at his 

time [Josephus,  Antiquities  18.5.1], these were lik ely Jewish soldiers. He 
didnôt tell them to quit their jobs, but to live with integrity within those 

jobs. He told the soldiers to be content with their wages -  implying he 



expected them to not throw in their job. This is juxtaposed with the 

command for the m to do no violence. But not grumbling about wages was 
as fundamental an issue for John as not doing physical violence to people. 

To have as Paul put it ñGodliness with contentmentò [another of his 
allusions to Johnôs preaching?] is as important as not doing violence. And 

yet our tendency is to think that moaning about our wages is a perfectly 
normal and acceptable thing to do, whereas violence is of an altogether 

different order. Itôs like Paul hitting the Corinthians for their divisiveness, 
when if weôd been writing to them we would likely have focused upon 

their immorality and false doctrine. John would have been far less 
demanding had he simply told the publicans and soldiers to quit their 

jobs. By asking them to continue, and yet to live out their lives  within 
those jobs with Godly principles, He was being far more demanding. John 

places complaining about wages [a common human fault] in juxtaposition 
with doing violence to others (Lk. 3:14) -  to show that in his serious call to 

a devout and holy life, the re are no such things as little sins. Ez. 16:49,50 

defines the sins of Sodom as including ñpride, fullness of bread, and 
abundance of idleness, neither did she strengthen the hand of the pooré 

they were haughty, and committed abominationò. The abomination of 
their sexual perversion is placed last in the list, as if to emphasize that all 

the other sins were just as much sin. Likewise Paul writes to the 
Corinthians about their failures, but he doesnôt start where I would have 

started -  with their drunkenness a t the memorial meeting. Instead he 
starts off with their disunity. Those things which we may consider as 

lesser sins, the Bible continually lists together with those things we have 
been conditioned into thinking are the greater sins. Clearest of all is the  

way Paul lists schism and hatred in his lists of sins that will exclude from 
the Kingdom. The Anglo -Saxon worldview has taught that sexual sin is so 

infinitely far worse than a bit of argument within a church. But is this 
really righté? 

 
3:9  And think not  to say within yourselves -  Always the Biblical emphasis 

is upon internal thought processes and the need to be aware of them. 
John's great convert Paul several times uses the same device in his 

letters -  foreseeing the likely thought process in response to h is message, 
and answering it ahead of time (e.g. 1 Cor. 15:35).  

 
We have Abraham as our father, for I say to you, that God is able from 

these stones to raise up children to Abraham -  Said perhaps pointing to 
the stones. Perhaps they were the 12 stones set u p after the Jordan 

crossing (Josh. 3 and 4). There is a word play between  avanim , stones, 
and  banim , sons.  Avanim , stones, in turn sounds like  evyonim , the term 

for the poor, the social outcasts -  these were the "stones" which were 
being accepted into the c ovenant of grace.   



 

3:10  And even now the axe lies at the root of the trees. Therefore, every 
tree that does not bring forth good fruit is cut down and thrown into the 

fire -  John's words about cutting down the fruitless tree are directly quoted 
by the Lord  Jesus in Mt. 7:17 -19; 12:33 -  as if to show His solidarity with 

John's teaching. Perhaps the Lord Jesus had heard these very words 
being preached by John when He went to be baptized by him. "Now 

[also]", right now; John felt that the day of Christ's judgme nt was very 
close. The language of gathering grain into the barn and burning the chaff 

is used by the Lord concerning the future judgment at His second coming 
(Mt. 13:30). John saw the Lord Jesus as already having the winnowing 

fork in His hand (:13), mean ing that in essence, judgment began with the 
ministry of Jesus. In essence, we stand before His judgment right now. 

Judgment day is not some unknown future entity which has no connection 
with this life.   

 
3:11  I  indeed baptize you in water to repentance, but he that comes after 

me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to carry. He shall 
baptize you in the Holy Spirit and fire -  Christ "shall baptize  you " plural 

was deeply meditated upon by Paul, until he  came to see in the fact that 
we  plural  are baptized the strong implication that therefore we should be 

one body, without unnecessary divisions (= 1 Cor. 12:13).  

 

John prophesied that the disciples would be baptized with fire (Mt 3:11); 
this was fulfilled by tongues of Spirit descending which looked like fire 

(Acts 2:3). Evidently this was not literal fire or else it would not have 
rested on the heads of the disciples. So the words of Matthew 3:11 spoke 

of how things would  appear  to the disciples, without s aying so explicitly.  

 
John described himself as a preacher of Christ who was not "worthy" to 

do so. The same Greek word is used by Paul when he says he is 

"not  meet  (s.w.) to be called an apostle" (1 Cor. 15:9); and that it was 
God's grace alone that had m ade him an " able  (s.w. "worthy") minister of 

the Gospel" (2 Cor. 13:6). He knew that his " sufficiency " (s.w. "worthy") 
to give knowledge of salvation (John language -  Lk. 1:77), to be a 

preacher, was from God alone (2 Cor. 2:16; 3:5); and that in fact this 
was true of  all  preachers. But do we really feel like this in our preaching? 

John was a burning and shining light to the world (Jn. 5:35), just as we 
should be (Phil. 2:15). And therefore, if we are to witness as John did, we 

need to have the humility of J ohn in our preaching. He was 'in the Truth' 
from a baby, he lived a spiritual, self -controlled life. And yet he had this 

great sense of personal sinfulness and unworthiness as a preacher. It's 
difficult for those raised Christian to have the sense of sinfu lness which 

Paul had, and thereby to have his zeal for preaching. But actually his zeal 



was a reflection of John's; and John was a 'good boy', brought up in the 

Faith. Yet he had a burning sense of his spiritual inadequacy. Anglo -Saxon 
Christianity urgentl y needs to capture his spirit.   Truly Paul 'bore' Christ to 

the world just as John 'bore' (s.w.) Christ's Gospel (Acts 9:15 = Mt. 
3:11). If ever a man was hard on himself, it was John the Baptist. His 

comment on his preaching of Christ was that he was not worthy (RVmg. 
ósufficientô) to bear Christ's sandals (Mt. 3:11). The sandal-bearer was the 

herald; John knew he was heralding Christ's appearing, but he openly 
said he was not worthy to do this. He felt his insufficiency, as we ought to 

ours. Would we had that depth of awareness; for on the brink of the 
Lord's coming, we are in a remarkably similar position to John. Paul 

perhaps directs us back to John when he says that we are not ñsufficientò 
to be the savour of God to this world; and yet we are made suffi cient to 

preach by God (2 Cor. 2:16; 3:5,6 RV). To carry the masterôs sandals 
(Mt. 3:11) was, according to Vine, the work of the lowest slave. This was 

how John saw himself; and this is what witnessing for Jesus is all about, 

being the lowest slave and ser vant of the Lord of glory. It's interesting in 
this context to note how the Lord Jesus states that in some sense, John 

'was Elijah', whereas he himself denies this (Mt. 11:14; 17:12; Mk. 9:13). 
Such was his humility.  

 

For baptizing in water unto repentance , see note on Mt. 3:3 above. Given 
that Isaiah 40 offered forgiveness in order to provoke repentance, it could 

be that the AV translation is correct -  although  eis  ["unto"] has a very 
wide range of meaning. John baptized in order to lead people to 

repentanc e, rather than baptizing only those who had repented and got 

their lives in order. Even the NET Bible's "baptize... for repentance" could 
be read the same way -  baptism was for the end of provoking repentance, 

rather than being baptism only for the visibly repentant. This likelihood is 
strengthened once we realize that there is surely an allusion here to 

Wisdom 11:23: "You overlook the sins of men, unto repentance". 
Repentance in any case is an internal attitude (see on 3:6), and John as 

he stood in the Jord an River was totally incapable of judging whether or 
not in practice his hearers had actually changed their lives. He baptized 

them because they had confessed their sins and re - thought, re -pented. 
Not because they had actually changed in practical, ongoing  lifestyle 

issues. Likewise the apostles who baptized 3000 people in Acts 2 had no 
way of measuring repentance in practice. Mk. 1:15 records Johnôs 

message as being: ñRepent ye and believe the Gospel". This might seem 
to be in the wrong order -  for we have come to think that surely belief of 

the Gospel comes before repentance. And so it does very often -  but there 

is another option here -  that the repentance is ongoing. Life after 
conversion is a life of believing the basic Gospel which led us to 

conversion an d repentance in the first place.    



 

"He shall baptize you" points up the contrast is between John baptizing 
unto repentance, and Jesus baptizing with the Holy Spirit. The contrast is 

between 'repentance' and 'the Holy Spirit'. I suggest that the idea is th at 
the gift of the Holy Spirit would empower repentance and new -

mindedness far more than what was achieved by unaided, steel -willed 
human repentance.  

 

3:12  Whose fan is in his hand, and he will thoroughly cleanse his 
threshing - floor and he will gather his wheat into the barn; but the chaff 

he will burn up with unquenchable fire -  "He (Jesus) shall baptize you with 

the Holy Spirit (even) with fire: whose fan is in his hand, and... he will 
burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire" (Mt. 3:11,12). John put a 

cho ice before them: fire, or fire. Either we are consumed with the fire of 
devotion to God, or we face the figurative fire of condemnation. This is 

the logic of judgment. John says that the axe is laid to the root of the 
trees; his hearers were about to be cu t down and thrown into the fire of 

condemnation. And He says that the Jesus whom he heralds is about to 
come and divide the wheat from the chaff in judgment, gathering in the 

wheat, and burning the chaff with ñunquenchable fireò (Lk. 3:17). But the 
ófireô of condemnation and the division of wheat and chaff is to be done 

ultimately at the Lordôs second coming (Mt. 13:30; Mk. 9:48). But for 
John, the moment his audience met Jesus, they were standing before the 

Lord of judgment, the Judge of all the earth. In their response to Him, 
they were living out the final judgment. And this is just as true of us, both 

as preachers and hearers of the Gospel. The message that the Lord will 

"burn with unquenchable fire" those who reject Him is described as 
preaching "good t idings unto the people" (Lk. 3:18 RV). Likewise the 

stark teaching about the mortality of man in Is. 40 is quoted in 1 Pet. as 
being the Gospel. The harder side of God is in fact the good news for 

those who reflect deeply upon the essential message and nat ure of the 
Almighty. In Jer. 26:2, Jeremiah is warned to ñdiminish not a word, if so 

beéò Israel may repent. His temptation of course was to water down the 
message which he had to deliver. But only the harder, more demanding 

side of God might elicit respon se in them. By making the message less 
demanding, it wouldnôt have any chance of eliciting a response. 

3:13 Then Jesus went from Galilee to the Jordan, to John, to be baptized 
by him -  John's ministry was known throughout the Lord; perhaps the Lord 

travelle d with others, some who would later become His disciples; this of 
itself was an act of identity with the humanity of first century Palestine.  

3:14 But John would have stopped him, saying: I need to be baptized by 

you, and yet you come to me? -  There had cle arly been contact between 
the Lord and John; John had not literally remained his whole life in the 

wilderness. Or if he did, then the Lord had travelled out there to meet 



him. His limited contact with the Lord had persuaded him that He was 

Messiah; for he wanted the Lord to baptize him. Baptism was something 
which it was expected would be done either by the Elijah prophet or 

Messiah (Jn. 1:25).  

 
3:15  But Jesus answering said to him -  The sensitivity of the Lord is 

reflected in how He frequently sensed and f oresaw human behaviour and 
objections / response to His teaching and actions. You can read the 

Gospels and search for examples. Hereôs a classic one: ñBut John would 
have hindered [Jesus]é but Jesus answering saidéò (Mt. 3:14 RV). Jesus 

óansweredô Johnôs objection even before John had properly expressed it 

(see another example of this in Lk. 22:70).  

 
Permit it now, for thus it becomes us to fulfil all righteousness. Then he 

permitted him -  Maybe the Lord Jesus felt that this act of total 
identification with sinners in their need was necessary for Him to achieve 

perfect / total righteousness. And He needed John's assistance in this -  "it 
becomes  us".   He was baptized in order to be absolutely perfect, and that 

perfection involved the act of identification with sinners in order to totally 
identify with them. Perfection will never be achieved by holding aloof from 

sinners, but rather by identification with them that they might be saved. 

The reason for Jesus being baptized was surely that He wanted to identify 
with  sinful man, taking His place in the line of mixed up folk waiting on 

the banks of the Jordan.   

 
3:16  And Jesus when he was baptized immediately came up out of the 

water, and the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God 
descending as a dove and coming to rest on him -  Sometimes God 

indicates from what perspective the record is written; at other times He 
doesnôt. Thus Matthew 3:16 makes it clear that the Lord saw Heaven 

opened at his baptism, and the Spirit descending like a dove. But Luke 

3:21 -22 just says that ñthe heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit 
descendedò. Luke doesnôt say that this is only what happened from the 

Lordôs perspective. This problem of perspective is at the root of the 
misunderstanding of the demon language in the Gospels . 

 

"To Him" suggests that only the Lord Jesus saw this, although John too 
saw the dove descending and heard the voice (Jn. 1:33). But He uses the 

same language in Jn. 1:51: "Hereafter  you  shall see Heaven open, and 
the Angels of God... descending", just as  He had seen the heavens 

opened and the dove descending upon Him. His sense was that His 

experience at baptism was in essence to be that of all in Him. This 
connection lends weight to the idea that His baptism was an act of 

identification with us, He share d our experience and we are to share His. 



Likewise the Spirit 'lighted' upon Jesus at His baptism, and the only other 

time we find this idea is when He promised that although we know not 
from whence the Spirit 'lights' ["comes"], it will indeed 'light' upo n every 

one that is born of water and Spirit (Jn. 3:8). The same term is used in 
Acts 19:6, where after baptism the Spirit 'lighted upon' those baptized. 

Thus the believer's baptism is spoken of in terms reminiscent of the 
Lord's. He was baptized to set us  an example, identifying with us in order 

to appeal for us to likewise identify with Him.   

 
3:17  And a voice came from the heavens, saying: This is My beloved Son -  

Surely an allusion to Gen. 22:2 (LXX), where the sacrificed Isaac was 

Abraham's beloved son.  

In whom I am well pleased -  Combining references to Ps. 2:7 and Is. 42:1. 
Klausner: "In whom I shall be blessed". Quoted about the Lord also in Mt. 

12:18; 17:5. The contrast is with how the Father was not "well pleased" 
with Israel when they were in the wi lderness (1 Cor. 10:5); but He was 

well pleased with His Son in the wilderness. Many prophecies about Israel, 
the 'servant' of Isaiah's prophecies, come true in Jesus. God's plan in 

Israel failed due to their disobedience, but the intention behind it came 
true in Jesus; He was the Son who fulfilled the Father's wishes after Israel 

failed Him. Jesus thus became the embodiment of Israel; He was their 

representative before God. It is in this context that the representative 
nature of the Lord Jesus was first es tablished; He was God's Son who was 

fully representative of Israel. It is thereby through Him that Israel can be 
finally restored to their Father.  

   

  



CHAPTER 4 
:1  Then was Jesus led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted 
by the Devil -  The Lord Jesus was led of the Spirit at His time of testing; 

and Paul uses just those words of us in our present experience of trial 
(Rom. 8:14).  His victory in the wilderness therefore becomes a living 

inspiration for us, who are tempted as He was (Heb. 4:15 ,16). Note how 
Mark speaks of Jesus being 'driven' at this time. Being driven by 

circumstances can be a form of leading -  it just depends which perspective 
we have.  

Commentary on what this passage does not  mean can be found in my The 
Real Devil . 

4:2 And when he had fasted forty days and forty nights, afterwards he 

hungered -  The only other two men recorded as doing this are Moses and 
Elijah (Ex. 34:28; 1 Kings 19:8). The Lord chose to seek to enter into 

their experience; it was presumably His decision to fast for this period. 
And the Father responded to that by giving Him the encouraging vision of 

those same two men at the transfiguration. We see here how God is in 

dialogue with man; if we wish to identify with  some Bible character, the 
Father will respond His side to enable us to do so yet more.  

With His familiarity with Scripture, Christ would have seen the similarities 

between Himself and Elijah, whose morale collapsed after 40 days in the 
wilderness (1 Kings  19: 8) and Moses, who forfeited his immediate 

inheritance of the land at the end of 40 years in the wilderness. Jesus at 
the end of 40 days, was in a similar position to them -  faced with a real 

possibility of failure. Moses and Elijah failed because of h uman weakness -  
not because of a person called ñthe devilò. It was this same human 

weakness, the ñsatanô, or adversary, that was tempting Jesus.  

The temptations were controlled by God for the Lordôs spiritual education. 

The passages quoted by the Lord to s trengthen Himself against His 
desires (ñdevilò) are all from the same part of Deuteronomy, regarding 

Israelôs experience in the wilderness. Jesus clearly saw a parallel between 
His experiences and theirs: -   

Deuteronomy 8:2 ñThe 
Lord thy God led thee 

these  forty years in the 
wilderness to humble 

thee, and to prove 
thee, to know what 

was in thine heart, 
whether thou wouldest 

keep His 

Matthew 4 / Luke 4 ñJesus led 
up of the spiritò ñforty daysò ñin 

the wildernessò. Jesus was 
prove d by the temptations. 

Jesus overcame by quoting the 
Scriptures that were in His heart 

(Ps. 119:11), thus showing it 
was the Scriptures that were in 

His heart.  

http://www.realdevil.info/5-8.htm
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commandments 

(word), or no.ò 

Deuteronomy 8:3. 
ñAnd he humbled thee, 

and suffered thee to 
hunger, and fed thee 

with manna... that He 
might make thee know 

that man doth not live 

by bread only, but by 
every word...of the 

Lord...ò 

ñHe was afterward an 
hungered". In John 6 manna is 

interpreted by Jesus as 
representing the Word of God, 

which Jesus lived by in the 
wilderness. Jesus le arnt that 

spiritually He lived by the Word 

of God. ñHe answered...it is 
written, Man shall not live by 

bread alone, but by every word 
...of Godò., 

Deuteronomy 8:5 

ñThou shalt also 
consider in thine heart, 

that, as a man 
chasteneth his son, so 

the Lord thy  God 
chasteneth theeò 

Jesus no doubt reflected on His 

experiences. God chastened His 
Son, Jesus -  2 Sam. 7:12; Ps. 

89: 32.  

Thus the Lord showed us how to read and study the Word -  He thought 

Himself into the position of Israel in the wilderness, and therefore took 
the lessons that can be learnt from their experiences to Himself in His 

wilderness trials. The description of the Lord Jesus as being in the 
wilderness with beasts and Angels (Mk. 1:13) is another connection with 

Israelôs experience in the wilderness-  they were plagued there by ñwild 
beastsò because of their disobedience (Dt. 32:19-24 and context).  

  

 
4:3 And the tem pter came and said to him -  Matthew's record speaks of 

"the tempter", and the suggestion has been made that this was a 
technical term used to refer to the Essene priest whose duty it was to test 

the claims to Messiahship made by people (5). This would confi rm the 
suggestion that the Lord's temptations were at the hands of the Jews. The 

desert where He was would've been accessible from the Qumran 
settlement of the Essenes, and the preceding chapter 3 of Matthew has 

recorded how many of these people appear to have accepted baptism 

from John the Baptist in the very area where the temptations occurred . 
Perhaps "the tempter" priest stayed around and entered into dialogue 

with Jesus. In confirmation of the idea that the "devil" was some form of 
Jewish priestly figu re, we note that Mt. 4:4 records that Jesus told him 

that "It is written ...". To the illiterate, Jesus usually said that they would 
have heard  something said  in the Old Testament; but to the literate 

Jewish religious leadership, He prefaces His quotations or allusions by 



saying that "It is written ". The fact He uses this phrase here would 

suggest He may have been talking to one of that class. The Wisdom of 
Solomon 2:12 -20  has a surprising number of similarities to the Lordôs life 

and death amongst the Jews,  suggesting that they did indeed subject Him 
to tests of His Messiahship :  

ñLet us lie in wait for the virtuous man, since he annoys us and opposes 

our way of life, reproaches us for our breaches of the law an accuses us of 
playing false...he claims to have  knowledge of God, and calls himself a 

son of the Lord. Before us he stands, a reproof to our way of thinking, the 
very sight of him weighs our spirits down; His way of life is not like other 

menôs... in His opinion we are counterfeit... and boasts of having God as 

His father. let us see if what he says is true, let us observe what kind of 
end he himself will have. If the virtuous man is Godôs son, God will take 

his part and rescue him from the clutches of his enemies . Let us test him 
with cruelty and with torture, and thus explore this gentleness of His and 

put His endurance to the proof. Let us condemn him to a shameful death  
since he will be looked after -  we have his word for it" (Susan Garrett lists 

several Greek words and phrases found in the Gospel of Mark which are 
identical to those in this section of the Wisdom of Solomon. It would seem 

that Mark was aware of this passage in the Wisdom of Solomon, and 
sought to show how throughout the Lord's ministry, and especially in His 

death, the Jews were seekin g to apply it to Him in the way they treated 
Him. See Susan Garrett, The Temptations Of Jesus In Mark's Gospel  

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998) p. 68.).  

Every other use of the word "tempter" in Matthew is about the temptation 

/ testing of Jesus by the Jewish  leadership (Mt. 16:1; 19:3; 22:18,35); 
and that very group are presented as the 'satan' or adversary to the Lord 

Jesus and His work. There is nothing sinful of itself about putting 
someone to the test. The same word is used about Jesus putting the 

discipl es to the test (Jn. 6:6); Paul tested / put to the test [s.w., A.V. 
"assayed"] the idea of preaching in Bithynia (Acts 16:7); we are to put 

ourselves to the test (2 Cor. 13:5); God put Abraham to the test (Heb. 
11:17), false apostles were to be put to the test by the faithful (Rev. 

2:2). It ought to be clear that there is nothing sinister nor sinful about the 
idea of being 'put to the test' nor of putting another to the test.   

If you are the Son of God, command that these stones become bread -  It's 
perhaps n oteworthy that in the wilderness temptation, the Lord responds 

to the "If you are the Son of  God ..." by quoting Dt. 8:3 " man  shall not live 
by bread alone" -  and the Jonathan Targum has  bar nasha  [son of man] 

here for "man". If we are correct in understandi ng those wilderness 
temptations as the Lord's internal struggles, we see Him tempted to 

wrongly focus upon His being Son of  God , forgetting His humanity; and 
we see Him overcoming this temptation, preferring instead to perceive 

Himself as Son of  man . The  if... then  structure here (a 'first class 



conditional') effectively means 'Because...' (See Craig A. 

Evans,  Matthew  (Cambridge: C.U.P., 2012) p. 83). In this case, we are 
clearly being given an insight into the internal thinking of the Lord Jesus. 

'Because You are Son of God, why not...'. A truly human Jesus would 
inevitably have had such thoughts, and the record here makes that clear. 

Seeing that Mary appears to have become somewhat influenced by the 
surrounding view of Jesus as her illegitimate son, it's l ikely the Lord too 

had moments when He wondered whether this could all be true -  whether 
He really was God's Son.   

Command that these stones become bread -  This would not in itself have 

been a sin if He had agreed to it. But it would have been choosing a low er 

level, by breaking His fast. But the next temptations were to actually sin. 
If He had agreed to the first suggestion, obedience to the next ones 

would have been harder. It could even be argued that to put the Lord to 
the test was permissible on a lower level -  for passages like Ps. 34:8 and 

Mal. 3:10 almost encourage it for those with a weak faith. Gideon likewise 
put the Lord to the test and was answered. But the Lord chose the higher 

level: and He knew Scripture which could support it. But the fact He c hose 
the highest level first of all, meant that He was better able to take the 

higher level again, and to finally overcome the third temptation, which 
was definitely a clear choice between right and wrong. More than this, 

anything other than a desire to ma ke the highest maximum commitment 
can lead to failure. ñThe heart of the wise inclines to the right, but the 

heart of the fool to the leftò (Ecc. 10:2 NIV) has been understood as 
referring not so much to right and wrong, good and evil, as to the highest 

good and lesser good (cp. how the left hand can stand for simply lesser 

blessing rather than outright evil, e.g. Gen. 48:13 -20). The fool inclines 
to lower commitment. The wise will always incline to the maximum, 

wholehearted level.  

4:4 But he answered and s aid: It is written, Man shall not live by bread 
alone but by every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God -  

The  Lord  overcame  all  His temptations  by  quoting  from Deuteronomy, 
showing that His mind was seeking strength from the words of the Angel 

leading  Israel through the wilderness. There are clear similarities between 
the Angel's leading of Israel through the wilderness and the Lord's 

experience in the wilderness:  

Deuteronomy 
8                  

  Matthew 4  

v. 2 "The Lord thy God [an 

Angel] led you... in the 
wilderness"  

  v. 1 Jesus led by the spirit 

(an Angel?) into the 
wilderness.  

Forty years in the 

wilderness  

  Forty days in the wilderness  



v. 3 "He (the Angel who led 

them in v. 2) suffered you 
to hunger".  

  The Angel made Jesus 

hunger.  

The Angel " fed you with 

manna" (Ps. 78:25)  

  Jesus was tempted to ask the 

Angel to provide bread as He 
did to Israel in their testing.  

ñMan does not live by 

bread alone"  

  v. 4 "Man does not live by 

bread alone"  

  

Thus the Lord Jesus surveyed His own experience in the wilderness, and 

saw that He could take to Himself personally the lessons given to Israel. 
The Angel led Israel through the wilderness "to prove thee, to know what 

was in thine heart, whether thou would est keep His commandments or 
no" (Dt. 8:2). God Himself knows anyway, so this must be regarding the 

Angel, seeking to know the spiritual strength of Israel, as Job's  Satan 
Angel sought to know Job's strength. Similarly, the Lordôs Angel  led Him 

into the wi lderness, suffering Him to hunger, to humble and  prove  Him, to 
reveal His real attitude to the word of God. His quoting of the word to 

answer the temptations surely proved this to the Angel, especially since 

the Lord showed Himself so capable of thinking H imself into Scripture, 
and therefore taking the lessons most powerfully to Himself. The Lord was 

made to realize the importance of His memory of the word, as He would 
have later reflected that this was the only way He had overcome -  that 

man spiritually liv es by "every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of 
God". As a result of their wilderness temptations, both Israel and Christ 

were led to "consider in (their) heart, that, as a man chasteneth his son, 
so the Lord thy God (the Angel) chasteneth thee". The  chastenings of the 

Lord spiritually  in  the  wilderness  were  therefore arranged by the Angels. 
There did not have to be Angels actually tempting Christ in the wilderness 

temptations -  because they can act directly on a man's heart, they can 
lead us into temp tation. The fact we pray for Him not to implies that He 

does -  through the Angels, as He Himself tempts no man (James 1:13), 
although the Angels tempted Abraham, and Israel among others. Thus 

the Angels may arrange an external stimulus, e. g. the fruit of t he tree of 

knowledge, knowing it must produce certain internal desires within us 
which tempt us. Note how the temptation to throw Himself off the top of 

the temple was a temptation to misuse Angelic care. He answered it by a 
quotation which has an Angelic context: "You (Jesus) shall not tempt the 

Lord your God, as ye tempted Him in Massah" (Dt. 6:16). At Massah the 
Israelites put the Angel to the test by questioning whether He could 

provide water (Ex. 17:2 -7).  

 
4:5  Then the Devil took him into the holy city  and set him on the pinnacle 

of the temple -  The Greek for "took him" is often used in a non - literal 

sense, with the idea of receiving someone into an office or situation. The 



same word is used in :8 about the Lord being taken up a high mountain. 

The idea m ay well be that He was imagining being received into rulership 
of the Messianic Kingdom, and was wondering whether that would be 

possible through accepting 'the devil', be it His own flesh or the Jewish 
system, who humanly speaking seemed able to offer a p ath to this. 

Likewise ' set him ' later on in :5 carries the idea of being appointed, 
established in authority.   

The Synoptics speak of how satan ócomes toô and tempts and challenges 

the Lord Jesus to claim earthly political power, which ósatanô can give him 
(Mt. 4:8,9). But John describes this in terms of ñthe peopleò coming to 

Him and trying to make Him King -  which temptation He refused (Jn. 

6:15). Likewise it was óthe devilô in the wilderness who tempted Jesus to 
make the stones into bread. But in Jn. 6:30 ,31, it is the Jewish people 

who offer Him the same temptation. In the wilderness, the Lord 
responded that man lives by the bread which comes from the mouth of 

God. In Jn. 6:32, He responds likewise by speaking about ñthe true bread 
from heavenò. The temptation from óthe devilô to publicly  display His 

Divine powers in front of Israel in the Jerusalem temple (Mt. 4:5,6; Lk. 
4:9 -12) is repeated by John in terms of the Lordôs brothers tempting Him 

to go up to the same temple and openly validate Himself ñto the worldò 
(Jn. 7:1 -5).  

4:6  And said to him: If you are the Son of God, cast yourself down. For it 
is written, He shall give His angels charge concerning you, and on their 

hands they shall carry you up, lest you dash your foot against a stone -  
Presumably thi s was to be taken literally -  the Angels physically with Him 

would have literally held Him under the arms if He jumped from the 
temple. So we see the literal physical presence of the Angels in our lives. 

The eyes of God, an evident reference to the Angels, are associated with 
the temple (1 Kings 8:29; Ps. 11:4; Ps. 5:6 -8). The implication surely is 

that the Angel[s] specifically functioned in the temple / sanctuary. It 
seems that great stress is placed in Scripture on the Angels physically 

moving through spa ce, both on the earth and between Heaven and earth, 
in order to fulfil  their tasks, rather than being static in Heaven or earth 

and bringing things about by just willing them to happen.  

The ódevilô of the Lordôs own thoughts tempted Him to apply Ps. 91:11 in 

a wrong context, and jump off the pinnacle of the temple. But if the Lord 
had gone on, as surely He did, He would have found the words: ñThou 

shalt tread upon the lion and adder: the young lion and the dragon shalt 
thou trample under feetò (Ps. 91:13). This promise would have been of 

wonderful comfort, as throughout the wilderness temptations the Lord 
ñwas with the wild beastsò (Mk. 1:13).  

4:7  Jesus said to him: Again it is written, You shall not make trial of the 
Lord your God -  The Greek effectively me ans 'On the other hand, it is also 

written...'. The Lord Jesus did not try to reconcile the two verses, He 



accepted them as part of a dialectic whereby this verse says that but this 

verse says this -  which is typical Hebrew reasoning. Geek reasoning would 
seek to explain that this verse says this, but that is qualified by this other 

verse, so the truth is a mixture between the two verses. The Hebrew style 
of reasoning leaves apparent contradictions to the Western, Greek 

reasoning mind. But they are not this at all, just dialectical style.  

4:8  Again, the Devil took him to an exceeding high mountain and showed 
him all the kingdoms of the world and the glory of them -  The Greek could 

be translated 'the very highest', clearly a reference to the time of the 
Kingdom  of God on earth. It can hardly be that a fiendish being took the 

Lord Jesus literally up the highest mountain (Everest) from where He 

could see all the world. Nor would being up a tall mountain enable the 
Lord to see "the glory of them". Surely a non - lite ral event is implied here -  

within the Lord's mind.  

The temptations are hard to take literally: -   

-  Matthew 4:8 implies that Jesus was led up into a high mountain to see 

all the kingdoms of the world in their future glory, ñIn a moment of timeò. 
There is no  mountain high enough to see all the world. And why would 

the height of the mountain enable Jesus to see what the world would be 
like in the future? The earth, being a sphere, there is no point on its 

surface from which one can see all the parts of the wor ld at one time.  

-  A comparison of Matthew 4 and Luke 4 shows that the temptations are 
described in a different order. Mark 11:13 says that Jesus was ñin the 

wilderness forty days, tempted of Satanò, whilst Matthew 4:  2-3 says that 
ñwhen he had fasted forty days...the tempter (Satan) came to Him...ò. 

Because Scripture cannot contradict itself, we can conclude that these 

same temptations kept repeating themselves. The temptation to turn 
stones into bread is an obvious example. This would fit nicely if these 

temptations occurred within the mind of Jesus. Being of our nature, the 
lack of food would have affected him mentally as well as physically, and 

thus his mind would have easily begun to imagine things. Just going a few 
days without food can lead to deliriu m for some (cp. 1 Sam. 30:12) . The 

similarity between rolls of bread and stones is mentioned by Jesus in Mt. 
7: 9, and doubtless those images often merged in his tortured mind -  

although always to be brought into swift control by his recollection of the 
Word  

-  Jesus probably told the Gospel writers the record of His temptations, 
and to bring home in words the intensity of what He underwent, He could 

have used the figurative approach seen in Matthew 4 and Luke 4.  

-  It seems unlikely that several times the devil led Jesus through the 
wilderness and streets of Jerusalem and then scaled a pinnacle of the 

temple together, all in view of the inquisitive Jews. Josephus makes no 



record of anything like this happening -  pr esumably it would have caused 

a major stir. Similarly, if these temptations occurred several times within 
the forty days as well as at the end of that period (which they did at least 

twice, seeing that Matthew and Luke have them in different order), how 
wo uld Jesus have had time to walk ( note  the devil ñledò Jesus there) to 

the nearest high mountain (which could have been Hermon in the far 
north of Israel), climb to the top and back down again, return to the 

wilderness and then repeat the exercise? His temp tations all occurred in 
the wilderness -  He was there for forty days, tempted all the time by the 

devil (he only departed at the end, :11). If Jesus was tempted by the 
devil each day, and the temptations occurred only in the wilderness, then 

it follows tha t Jesus could not have left the wilderness to go to Jerusalem 
or travel to a high mountain. These things therefore could not have 

literally happened.  

That the temptations were internal to the mind of Jesus is suggested by 

the way that in Matthew's record,  there is a progression from the desert, 
to the temple pinnacle, to a high mountain -  as if in some sort of ascent 

toward Heaven. It's even possible that Paul has this in mind when he 
comments that Jesus did not consider rising up to equality with God a 

thi ng to be grasped at, He dismissed that temptation, and instead He 
progressively lowered  Himself, even to the death of the cross (Phil. 2:6 -

8).  

4:9 And he said to him: All these things will I give you, if you will fall 

down and worship me -  The Lord knew ful l well that "all things", the 
Kingdom of God when the kingdoms of this world have been subsumed 

beneath it, could only be given to Him to God. He was tempted to play 
God, to assume that by His own action He could grasp it for Himself 

without the cross. It is perhaps to this that Paul alludes when he writes 
that the Lord did not consider such equality with God a thing to be even 

grasped after (Phil. 2:6). Again we see how the essence of the wilderness 
temptations returned to the Lord on the cross. For Phil. 2:6 specifically 

speaks of the Lord in His time of dying.  

 

4:10  Then said Jesus to him: Away with you Satan! For it is written: You 
shall worship the Lord your God and Him only shall you serve -  The record 

of the Lordôs wilderness temptations is almost certainly a reflection 
of  His  self -perception; He spoke to the ódevilô / personification of sin which 

was within Him, He saw Himself as two people, and His spiritual man 
triumphed gloriously against the man of the flesh. Lk. 4:8 records how 

ñJesus answered and said unto him, Get thee behind me, Satan: for it is 
written, Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God, and him only shalt thou 

serveò. He understood that we can only serve two masters: God or the 
flesh (ñmammonò is another personification of the flesh, similar to 

ósatanô). He saw His own flesh, His own internal thoughts, as a master 



begging to be served which He must totally reject. His words are a 

quotation from Dt. 6:13, which warns Israel to serve Yahweh alone and 
not idols. He perceived His own natural mind and desire as an idol calling 

to be served. When the Lord explained what had happened in the 
wilderness to the disciples and thereby to the Gospel writers, He opened 

His heart to them. He gave us all a window on how He perceived Himself, 
as He sought to explain to men the internal struggles of the Son of God. 

Bringing it all back home, I must ask firstly how much we 
even  struggle  with temptation? And as and when we do, would we not be 

helped by the Lordôs example of talking to ourselves, and personalising 
Scripture as He did? óYou donôt want to do that ! Give up your place in the 

Kingdom, for that... drug, that girl, that job? Of course not! Come on. 
There  is a way of escape; Paul told me God wonôt try me beyond my 

strength, He will make me a way of esca peô.  

 

4:11  Then the Devil left him, and angels came and ministered to him -  The 
same words are used of how they minister to  us  (Heb. 1:14). And the 

theme of Hebrews 1 and 2 is that the Lord was indeed of our nature, and 
in essence had the same relationship  with us as they had with Jesus.  

4:12  Now when he heard that John was imprisoned -  It's as if the Lord 

took the end of John's public ministry as the cue to begin His (ñfrom that 

timeéò, :17). He may have worked this out from the implication of the 
prophecie s about the Elijah prophet. Or it may be that He took Johnôs 

imprisonment as the sign to go to Galilee. Whatever, He was acting 
according to information which came to Him, and structuring His ministry 

accordingly. We get the impression that this was done w ithout direct 
commandment from the Father but at His initiative.  

He withdrew into Galilee -  The Greek definitely implies to withdraw 

oneself. This seems typical of the Lord during His ministry -  to go public 
for a while and then withdraw.  

 
4:13  And leaving N azareth -  Gk. óto forsakeô. Perhaps because of the lack 

of response already apparent in His home town. Again, as commented on 
:12, we see the Lord making decisions about His ministry on His initiative 

in accord with how situations developed.  

 

He went and dw elt in Capernaum, which is by the sea, in the borders of 
Zebulun and Naphtali -  The idea is of 'to reside'. He changed His base from 

Nazareth to Capernaum in order to give His message more access to 
Gentiles.  

 

4:14  That it might be fulfilled which was spoke n through Isaiah the 



prophet, saying -  This sounds as if the Lord was consciously attempting to 

fulfil God's word. He was "the word made flesh" but He had to consciously 
achieve that. See on 3:15.  

 

4:15  The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, toward t he sea, on the 
other side of the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles - "Toward the sea" is "by 

the way of the sea" (AV) . The idea was that John the Baptist was to 
prepare ñthe wayò for Messiah. Even at this early stage in the ministry, it 

seems that the Lord rec ognized that that ñwayò was going to have to be 
amongst the Gentiles.   

 
4:16  The people dwelling in darkness have seen a great light -Each of the 

Gospels is somehow personalized to the writer. Matthew, for example, 
changes the Lord's quotation of Is. 9:9 fr om "the people which  walked  in 

darkness..." to "the people which  sat  in darkness saw great light" (Mt. 
4:16), because he was  sitting  at the receipt of custom when the Lord 

called him (Mt. 9:9).   

 

And for those dwelling in the region and the shadow of death -  As if death 
is personified, having its own region and shadow. The darkness of the 

context in Is. 9:2 is that of Is. 8:22 -  the darkness of condemnation, for 
the rejected for whom there was 'no da wn' (Is. 8:20 Heb.). We can be 

condemned in this life and yet still change that verdict -  by coming to the 
light of Christ. Isaiah 8 concluded by speaking of the wicked being sent 

into the darkness of condemnation (a common figure in Isaiah, e.g. Is. 
5:30; 9:19). Those who dwell in the dark shadow of death are therefore 

those who have been condemned -  but for them, the light of Christ arose 
from despised Galilee and the area around the Sea of Galilee (Is. 9:1 -  

"the sea" surely refers in the context to the Sea  of Galilee, not the 
Mediterranean).   

 
On them a light has dawned -  The light is clearly the Lord Jesus. He uses 

the same word soon afterwards in speaking of how God makes His light to 
óspring upô upon both the just and the unjust, the evil and the good (Mt. 

5:45). These categories are therefore within the group of those to whom 
the light of the Gospel has been revealed. Likewise the rising of the sun in 

the parable of the sower (Mt. 13:6 s.w.) would refer to the beginning of 
Christôs public ministry; the various types of ground initially responded to 

Johnôs message, but when Christôs ministry was revealed openly, i.e. the 
sun sprung up, then persecution began, and they fell away.  

 
4:17  From that time began Jesus to preach and to say: Repent! -  The 

Lordôs first public word was the challenge to change. His opening words 



were surely carefully chosen to verbatim repeat those of John (Mt. 3:2). 

He wanted to show the continuity of the message from John to Himself. 
For He was building upon Johnôs work, which had been intended to 

prepare the way for Him to come triumphantly to Zion over the ówayô 
which had been prepared in the hearts of repentant people. The exact 

repetition of Johnôs message could suggest that the Lord saw Johnôs 
ministry as not having been responded to -  and therefore his message and 

appeal needed repeating.  

 
For the kingdom of heaven is at hand -  Gk. 'approaching'. The idea was 

that John the Baptist had attempted to prepare the way, the highway, 

over which Messiah would come. So now, Messiah was approa ching. "The 
kingdom of God" was a title for Messiah, seeing that He was the King of 

the Kingdom; and the term is used like that in Scripture too, e.g. Lk. 
17:21. The Kingdom could have been then established, the glory of 

Yahweh could have come to Zion if J ohn's work of preparing the road for 
it had been successful. But ultimately, Israel would not. But the Greek can 

also mean that the Kingdom was being ómade nearô, it was being drawn 
near by repentance -  which is why the Lord was appealing for repentance. 

This is a significant theme in Bible teaching -  that the exact calendar date 
of the Kingdomôs establishment is dependent upon the repentance of 

Israel. This repentance appears a prerequisite to the Lordôs coming in 
glory and the establishment of the Kingdom. Our focus should therefore 

be upon appealing to Israel to repent.  

 

4:18  And walking by the sea of Galilee -  "Walking by" is literally óaroundô. 
The idea could be that He walked all around the lake.   

He saw two brothers, Simon who is called Peter and Andrew his brother, 

casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen -  The Lord's call always 
comes at the most inconvenient moment. It was whilst Simon and Andrew 

were in the very act of casting their net into the sea, caught in a freeze -

frame of still life, s ilhouetted against the sea and hills of Galilee, that the 
Lord calls them to go preaching (Mk. 1:17). The Lord surely intended 

them to [at least later] figure out His allusion to Jer. 16:14 -16, which 
prophesied that fishermen would be sent out to catch Isr ael and bring 

them home to the Father. And He called them to do that, right in the very 
midst of everyday life.  Lk. 5:5 gives more detail. Despite having toiled all 

night and caught nothing, Peter was able to subdue his natural wisdom, 
his sense of futilit y, and the sense of irritation and superiority which 

exists in the experienced working man: "Nevertheless (how much that 
hides!) at  thy word  I  will let down the net" (Lk. 5:5). It would seem that 

the parallel record of this is found in Mt. 4:18, which desc ribes the call of 
the disciples soon after Christ's triumphant emergence from the 

wilderness temptations. We learn from Jn. 1:41,42 that it was Peter's 



brother, Andrew, who first told Peter about Jesus, and who brought him 

to meet Jesus first of all. The p oint is that at the time of Peter's call as he 
was fishing, he had probably heard very few of Christ's words personally. 

He had heard about Him, and listened to His words for perhaps a few 
hours at different times in the past. So where did he get this trem endous 

respect for the word of Christ from, which he demonstrated when Christ 
called him? The answer must be that he meditated deeply on those words 

that he had heard and understood, and came to appreciate that the man 
saying them was worth giving all for.  Our far easier access to God's word 

does not seem to make us more meditative as individuals. We have 
access to hearing God's word which previous generations never had. We 

can listen to it on any manner of mobile devices, have recordings of 
Scripture playi ng at home, analyse it by computer, hear it sung to us 

according to our taste in music, read it from pocket Bibles as we work and 
travel... we  can  and  could  do  all these things. My sense is that we just 

don't make use of our opportunities as we should. Why  has God given our 

generation these special opportunities to be ultra - familiar with His word? 
Surely it is because our age contains temptations which are simply more 

powerful than those of former years. So it is  vital , vital for our eternal 
destiny, that w e do make as much use as possible of all these 

opportunities. We should be  cramming ,  yes cramming, our hearts and 
brains with the words of God. I certainly get the feeling that Peter would 

have listened to a recording of Isaiah on his mobile device if he h ad one, 
as he went out fishing; that he'd have had tapes of the Psalms going all 

evening long in his little fisherman's cottage, wife and kids caught up in 
his enthusiasm too (Mk. 10:10,15 suggests that the incident with the little 

children occurred in Pet er's house).   

 

4:19  And  he said to them: Follow me, and I will make you -  One intention 
of our calling to the Gospel is to bring others to the Kingdom. Evangelism 

isnôt therefore something intended for only some within the body of 
Christ. And the Lord has a  personal training program for each of us -  "I will 

make you...".  

Fishers of men -  The Greek  halieus  is literally óa salty oneô, from hals , salt. 
The Lord invites all in Him to see themselves as the salty ones of the 

earth (Mt. 5:13). The call to be fishers,  salty ones, is therefore not only 

for those men on the shore of Galilee, nor for just some of us -  but for us 
all. The Qumran documents spoke of óthe fishers of menô as being those 

who would condemn Israel in the last day; and yet the Lord clearly had 
the idea that they were to ócatchô people out of the óseaô of the nations 

and bring them to salvation. So the preachers as ófishers of menô actually 
have a double role -  as Paul put it, to some our preaching is the savour of 

death, to others, the savour of life  (2 Cor. 2:16). Not only does this 
encourage us as the preachers to  plead  with men to choose life rather 

than death; but it is a sober reminder that we too face the impact of the 



very Gospel which we ourselves preach, and must likewise live lives of 

ongoin g response. We preach, therefore, aimed at a decision -  not merely 
ówitnessingô, nor simply imparting helpful information. 

 

4:20  And they immediately left the nets and followed him -  The Greek 
word translated ñleftò is used throughout the Synoptic records of the 

disciples óleavingô what they knew in response to the Gospel. They left 
their nets, then their boat and even their father (:22). The same word is 

translated óto forgiveô. Because of our experience of having our sins ólet 
goô by God and His Son, we are thereby motivated to ólet goô not only 

othersô sins and debts to us, but all the ties that bind us to the things of 

this life. The immediacy of their response is a theme of Matthew's; it is he 
who begins by so stressing how immediately Joseph and Mary res ponded.  

4:21  And going on from there he saw two other brothers, James the son 

of Zebedee and John his brother, in the boat with Zebedee their father, 
mending their nets; and he called them -  They were intending to continue 

fishing. There was therefore no th eatrics  attached to their dramatic 
leaving of all.   

4:22  And they immediately left the boat and their father and followed 
him -  They became His disciples, that is the meaning of the idiom. The 

way the Lord called people in the midst of their daily lives, an d they 
immediately ñleft all and followed Himò is surely recorded to set a pattern 

for all future response to Him (Mt. 4:22; Mk. 1:18). See on :20. Those 
fishermen who left their nets had heard the message some time earlier, 

but the record is framed so as to stress the immediacy and totality of 
response to Him, in the midst of daily life. In a day when the complexity 

of modern living can become an excuse to justify almost anything as an 
expression of discipleship, we need to remember the starker simplicitie s 

of Jesusô first call: ñFollow meò. And the immediate response which was 
made to it. In this sense, Jesus through His word that makes Him flesh to 

us, i.e. an imaginable personéstill walks up to fishermen, into shops, 

accountantsô offices, school classrooms: and bids us urgently and 
immediately leave behind our worldly advantage, and follow Him in the 

way of true discipleship. The immediacy of response is quite a theme 
(:20, and especially in Mark's early chapters). It continues with the speed 

at which peo ple were baptized in the Acts.   

4:23  And  Jesus went about in all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues 
and preaching the gospel of the kingdom and healing all manner of 

disease and all manner of sickness among the people -  "Went abouté 
teachingé preachingé healing" is just what we read of the Lord's 

followers doing in Acts. The preaching of the apostles (and of ourselves) 

continues the personal work of the Lord in whom they lived and moved, 
and therefore often Acts records the preaching work in language lift ed 



from Luke as well as the other Gospel records (e.g. Acts 4:2; 5:12 -16 = 

Mt. 4:23).   

 
The preaching of the Kingdom is made parallel to preaching the time of 

acceptance with God and forgiveness of sins  now  (Lk. 4:43 cp. 19, 2 Cor. 
6:2); Rom. 14:17, which seems to teach that the Kingdom of God is more 

about "peace and joy in the Holy Spirit", both now and eternally, than 
physical, tangible things. Christ's parables about the Kingdom don't speak 

of a political Kingdom, but rather about the relationship betwe en God and 
the believer in the here and now.   

 
4:24  Then his fame went throughout all Syria; and they brought to him all 

sick people who were afflicted with various diseases and torments, and 
those who were demon possessed, epileptics, and paralytics; and he 

healed them  
-   The repetition of the word ñand...ò gives the impression that every kind 

of illness ï physical and mental, understood and not understood ï was 
healed by the Lord Jesus. ñLunaticò translates the Greek selƉniazomai ï 

ñto be moon struckò, derived from the noun  selƉnƉ, the moon. Itôs not 
true that some mental illnesses come from being moon ïstruck. But the 

idea is used, without correction ï just as the idea of ódemon possessionô is 

in the preceding phrase. ñBroughtò translates a word which was used in 
the technical sense of bringing sacrifice -  and the idea of converts as 

sacrifices is repeated in Rom. 15:16.  

4:25  And great crowds followed him, those from Galilee and Decapolis 
and Jerusalem and Judea and from the other side of the Jordan -  Luke 

ma kes the point that His popularity was not only because of the miracles, 
but because of His teaching. Lk. 4:22 records how people were amazed at 

the gracious words He spoke; there was something very unusual in His 
manner of speaking. Because of the gracious  words and manner of 

speaking of Jesus, therefore God so highly exalted Him (Ps. 45:2). The 

Father was  so impressed with the words of His Son. Evidently there must 
have been something totally outstanding about His use of language. God 

highly exalted Him because He so loved righteousness and hated 
wickedness (Ps. 45:7), and yet also because of His manner of speaking 

(Ps. 45:2); so this  love  of righteousness and hatred of evil was what 
made His words so special.    

  

  



CHAPTER 5 
5:1 And seeing the crowds, he went into the mountain and when he had 
sat down, his disciples came to him -  The article suggests a specific 

mountain  in mind -  perhaps the great mountain Jesus had in mind in 4:8? 
Jesus taught up a mountain, suggesting that His teaching is accessible to 

those who make some effort to receive it. The Sermon on the Mount is 
the equivalent of the giving of the Law, also on a mountain. As God / the 

Angel gave the law to Moses, so Jesus did to the disciples. The disciples 
ascending the mount to receive the teac hing parallels them with Moses, 

with the implication they too were to relay it to Israel. Instead of the 
people being forbidden to come up the mountain, they were allowed to -  

for by the end of the Sermon we learn that the multitudes were also there 

(7:28,2 9) and descended from the mountain (8:1). The Rabbis also  sat  to 
teach -  but they taught always indoors. The similarities and differences are 

being emphasized to demonstrate how Jesus was in continuity with Jewish 
culture and yet also radically different. T he scene of Ex. 20 is of Moses 

ascending the mount to receive the Law, the first part of which was the 
ten commandments. The beatitudes seem to be the New Covenant's 

equivalent of the ten commandments -  see on 5:22. The Lord's sermon 
quotes or alludes to al l of  the  ten commandments (excluding the 

Sabbath) and redefines them (5:21,27). The way the Lord makes no 
comment upon the command to keep the Sabbath is surely significant. 

Simplistically, one could argue that He was suggesting that His followers 
would no t be bound by the Sabbath commandment. But it was well 

understood in the first century that priests on duty  were  free from the 
Sabbath legislation. The hint could therefore be that the Lord believed 

that because His obedient listeners were to live their li ves as the new 

priesthood, they were therefore free from Sabbath legislation. The Lord 
was surely very conscious that John had come to prepare the way for 

Him, in terms of Isaiah 40. And yet that same prophecy saw the good 
news being declared to Jerusalem from a mountain (Is. 40:9). Perhaps 

the Lord was seeking to consciously fulfil this by going up a mountain and 
proclaiming blessedness and good news to spiritual Jerusalem. It could be 

further noted that the Gospel of Matthew features five sections of 
recorded speeches of Jesus, each concluded by the phrase ñWhen Jesus 

had finished these sayingsò (Mt. 7:28; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1). It may 
be that Matthew is seeking to present the Gospel as a new Torah, with 

five óbooksô to it just as there were in the old Torah.  
 

5:2  And he opened his mouth and taught them, saying -  As if this struck 
Matthew, recalling how this manifesto of His teaching first fell from His 

lips. There may be the implication that what He said was by direct 

revelation from God.  

5:3 -  see on 5:4 3.  
Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven -  Our 

prayers should be like those of a man on death row in a dark dungeon, 



waiting to die, but groaning for salvation (Ps. 102:17,20). This is the 

extent of our desperation. We are ñthe poorò (Gk. óthe crouchersô), 
cringing in utter spiritual destitution (Mt. 5:3). And yet we have a terrible 

tendency to only occasionally  really  pray, content with prayer on a surface 
level. The Lord's parables invite us to see ourselves as, e.g., the 

desp erate widow woman pleading for deliverance from her oppressive 
landlord (Lk. 18:3).  

5:4  Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be comforted -  Associated 

in the Old Testament with mourning for sin (Ex. 33:4,5; Ezra 10:6; Neh. 
8:9; Ps. 38:5,6). The comfo rt offered in Isaiah was specifically comfort for 

sinners who realized their desperation (Is. 12:1; 40:1). The time of God's 

grace was extended, therefore, to those who mourned for their sins (Is. 
61:2,3; 66:10). Such Godly sorrow is the sorrow of repentan ce (2 Cor. 

7:10).   

 
We noted in chapter 4 that the Lord had in mind the way that John had 

prepared the way for Him in terms of the prophecy of Isaiah 40, which 
spoke of 'comfort' to God's doubting people. If this comfort were 

accepted, then the glory would  come to Zion and John's work would have 
prepared a highway of repentant people over which the Lord Jesus could 

have come to Zion and established the Kingdom there and then. Comfort 

to the mourners was one of Isaiah's descriptions of that possible 
Kingdom.  It could have all happened in the first century, but Israel would 

not -  and so the final fulfilment of this comfort will be at Christ's return 
and the establishment of God's Kingdom fully on earth. "Be comforted" 

may be a prophesy of the Comforter which wa s to give a measure of 
comfort even in this life (Jn. 14:16).  

 
5:5  Blessed are the meek -  Those humbled by their sins. James, in his 

commentary on the Sermon, alludes here by saying that God gives grace 
to the meek, and therefore sinners should cleanse them selves (James 

4:6,8 -10).  

 

For they shall inherit the earth -  Clearly a reference to the promises to 
Abraham. But it was no good just being a physical descendant of 

Abraham -  humility was the required characteristic. To the Lord, humility 
was the very  epitome  of righteousness (Mt. 5:5 cp. Ps. 37:29), as Malachi 

saw pride as the epitome of wickedness (see the parallelism in Mal. 4:1). 
There is a telling parallelism in Zeph. 2:3 which equates Yahweh God of 

Israel with humility: "Seek ye Yahweh... seek meeknessò. 

5:6  Blessed are they that hunger and thirst after righteousness -  Notice 

how some of the Lordôs very first words on opening His ministry were 
ñBlessed  (Lk. 1:48) are they which do  hunger  (Lk. 1:53) and thirst after 

righteousness, for they shall be  filled  (Lk. 1:53)ò (Mt. 5:6). Clearly He is 



alluding to His motherôs own description of herself. Itôs as if He stands up 

there before the hushed crowd and lays down His manifesto with those 
words. This was the keynote of what He had to say to humanity. 

Everybody w as waiting to hear what His message really was. And this is 
what He said. He was saying óThis, guys, is what I essentially and most 

fundamentally seek to inspire in youô. And He saw His dear mother as the 
epitome of the converts He was seeking to make. I l ay great store by this 

allusion. For it makes Mary, at least at the time of the Angelôs visit, truly 
our pattern. She heard the glad tidings and believed that word in faith, 

holding on to it in her heart (Lk. 8:15,21). She was a model for all who 
hear the Gospel. It could even be that the language of Lk. 1:32,33,35 is 

framed in such a way as to make Mary appear to be the first person who 
heard the gospel about Jesus.   

Thirst after righteousness -  The characteristics of the 'blessed' in the first 
four beatit udes are that they will be spiritually poor (:3), mourning (often 

used in connection with contrition for sin), humbled, and thirsting to be 

more righteous than they are. "Righteousness" could mean 'justice' but 
the term is used by Paul to specifically refe r to 'justification from sin'. 

These descriptions immediately give us all the encouragement that this 
message of the Kingdom is for me, even me. The next blessing is for the 

merciful, the forgiving, because they shall obtain mercy -  i.e. final 
cleansing fro m sin and justification on judgment day. Although of course 

this is possible even now. See on 5:9  peacemakers  and on 6:12.  

 
For they shall be filled -  S.w. Mt. 14:20 about the 'filling' of the multitude 

who came to hear the word of Jesus. All the Kingdom blessings have 

some fulfilment in this life. John's version of this is the record of the Lord 
saying that the salvation He provides would satisfy those who hungered 

and thirsted for it (Jn. 6:35).  

5:7  Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy -  This is 
apparently missing in Luke's record. He says instead that the reviled and 

excluded will be blessed (Lk. 6:22). Samuel Lachs suggests another 
original text actually read "Happy are they who are excommunicated for 

they shall receive mercy" (Samuel T.  Lachs,  A Rabbinic Commentary of 
the New Testament  (Jersey City: Ktav, 1987) p. 75). There's a clear 

connection with Ps. 18:25: "With the merciful you will show yourself 

merciful. With the perfect man, you will show yourself perfect". This verse 
was clearl y in the Lord's mind, and it may shed light on His later 

challenge to be perfect as the Father is perfect (Mt. 5:48) -  in this case, 
He would be inviting us to forgive others as God does. Paul in 2 Tim. 1:16 

saw Onesiphorus as the merciful man of Mt. 5:7; a nd the Jerusalem 
ecclesia (Heb. 10:34) as the persecuted people of Mt. 5:12.  

5:8  Blessed are the pure in heart -  Heb.  bare lev , also translated 'broken 

hearted' in Is. 61:1. A pure heart can also be understood in the context of 



what happens on repentance an d receipt of forgiveness, for Ps. 51:10 

uses the term to describe David's position after his repentance and 
forgiveness (also in Ps. 73:13).  

 
For they shall see God -  Again the Lord is encouraging the disciples whom 

He was addressing to see themselves as Mo ses (see on 5:1), for Moses 
was held in Judaism as the only one who had seen God (Ex. 33:11).  

5:9  Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God -  

Samuel T. Lachs suggests another original text actually read "Blessed are 
they that stumble " (Lachs, p. 77), and this would fit with our suggestion 

made on 5:6 that the 'happy' people are those who are spiritually weak 

but are accepted and forgiven. However, the reference may be to the 
priesthood, with whom God made a covenant of peace, that the y might 

bring Israel to peace with Him (Num. 25:12; Mal. 2:6). Just as the Lord 
encouraged the disciples to see themselves as Moses, so He inspires them 

with the thought that they, the nothing special, secular Jews, could and 
would take over the work of th e priesthood.   Rabbi Hillel ñexhorted his 

students to become disciples of Aaron, ópeace lovers  and peacemakersô 
(mAb1:12)ò (As quoted in Geza Vermes, The Authentic Gospel of 

Jesus  (London: Penguin, 2004) p. 314).  

5:10 Blessed are they that have been persec uted for righteousness' sake, 

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven -  'Persecute' is literally 'to drive away' 
(s.w. Mt. 1:23; 23:34), maybe carrying the idea of excommunication. 

Being thrown out of the synagogue was a major and frequent occurrence 
for many w ho came to Jesus (Jn. 9:22). There are Old Testament 

connections between persecution and suffering for sin (Dt. 30:1 -7), so 
the Lord could also have in view, as often in the Beatitudes, that He is 

offering blessing and happiness for the messed up sinners w ho are 
suffering in this life for their sins.  

5:11 Blessed are you when men reproach you because of me, and 

persecute you and falsely accuse you of all sorts of evil -   Quoted by Peter 

in 1 Pet. 4:14 where he says that we are blessed / happy if we are revil ed 
for the sake of Christ's Name. Verses 10 and 11 seem to imply that 

persecution, slander and serious opposition is inevitable for all who will 
follow Christ. Yet when these things happen, we seem to be shocked and 

surprised.  

Paul's extraordinary ability to rejoice in his trials seems to have been 
rooted in his sustained reflection upon Mt. 5:11,12: "Blessed are ye, when 

men shall revile you, and persecute you... rejoice, and be exceeding glad: 
for great is your reward... for so persecuted they the prophet sò. These 

words are alluded to in at least 5 verses in his epistles. Again seeking to 

challenge the prevailing views of the Jewish leadership, the Lord invited 
His humble fishermen - followers to see themselves as the great prophets 

of old being persecuted b y a wicked Israel (Mt. 5:11). When Corinth 



reviled him (2 Cor. 7:4), Paul saw this as being reviled and persecuted 

after the pattern of Mt. 5:12.  

5:12 -  see on 5:7.   
Rejoice and be exceedingly glad, for great is your reward in heaven; for 

likewise they pers ecuted the prophets that preceded you -  The language of 
persecution is also rooted very much in the language and experience of 

the prophets. The similar language in Mk. 13:8 -11 and Lk. 21:12 -18 
suggests the same. Again, just as the Lord has challenged his s ecular, 

nothing -special followers to see themselves as Moses, now He invites 
them to see themselves as the prophets. And so a theme develops in the 

Sermon -  that He is seeking to place the mantle of Moses, David and the 

prophets upon ordinary, sinful member s of spiritual society, seeking to 
show them their huge potential significance in God's program. And that 

impression must come home to us too in our situations, no longer 
considering that spiritual heroics and work for God are somehow for 'the 

others', the  leaders.  

5:13  You are the salt of the earth -  Salt inevitably affects, by reason 
of  what it is , whatever is next to it. We are lights in a dark world. Lights 

give light. If the salt doesn't have the influence of salt, it is thrown away. 
Our  poor  record of preaching by personal contact is very worrying when 

seen in this light. We have hidden behind leaflets and press adverts and 

giving money. But if we aren't the salt, if we don't show  our  light in our 
little world; are we in fact the salt or the light of th e earth? This 

unconscious spirituality, this natural witnessing, is the essential reflection 
of our experience of the Lord Jesus. He didn't say 'Do good works so that 

men may see the light'. He said " let your light shine " -  and  then  men will 
see your good works and glorify the Father.   

 

One characteristic of salt is that it creates thirst. We are mistaken if we 
assume that all those people out there are just waiting for us to come to 

them with a series of true doctrinal propositions. Virtually nobody is 

ser iously interested -  until they meet you and me. We need to create 
some sort of realization of need in those we mix with. Through our 

examples and through the way we make our initial approaches to them, 
we need to plug in to that basic human hunger for their  creator. Plenty of 

other religions do just this -  and we ought to be far more óin thereô than 
many of us are. The language seems to suggest that unless we are not 

influencing others, then we will be condemned. As in 4:19, the Lord 
seems to be teaching that  some form of outgoing effect upon others, if 

not evangelism, is part and parcel of following Him. The parable of the 
light under the bucket in 5:15 teaches the same.  

We are  the salt of the earth. The Lord doesnôt say that we ought to be the 
salt of the ea rth, or should try to be. Salt with no flavour or influence is 

pointless, worthless, untrue to what it is intended to be, displeasing to its 



user, fit only to be thrown out; and so are we, if we fail to witness to 

others (Lk. 14:35). Likewise, we  are  the l ight of the world. By the very 
nature of who we are as in Christ, we are to influence the world around 

us. We donôt just hold the light in our hands; we  are the light, our whole 
being, every moment we live. Preaching the light is not therefore 

something wh ich we occasionally do. Sodium chloride (salt) is inert, 
meaning it remains unchanged by processes acting upon it and retains its 

characteristics through whatever. In the same way as the believer is the 
city set on a hill which cannot be hid, the man who b uilds on rock, the 

good tree that must bring forth good fruit, so the Lord seems to be saying 
again that the essential direction of a believer's life is clear. God sees as 

either His people or not, and there is no grey area. We don't drop in and 
out of fel lowship with Him. And this should be a comfort to us. We are 

His. Any salt that lost its saltiness  was not true salt, but some imitation 
(at the time, gypsum was sold by rogue salt traders as salt) or just 

something which appeared like salt -  there is some 'salt' from the Dead 

Sea area which may have been in the Lord's mind. But the point was, that 
it was not true salt from the start. The covenant of salt was given to 

Aaron (Num. 18:19) -  so yet again, the Lord is encouraging those secular 
men to see themselv es as a new priesthood.   

The counter -culture of which Jesus is Lord is indeed radical. The Sermon 
on the Mount, and so much of Jesus' later teaching, revolves around "us" 

[His people] acting one way whilst the world acts in another. We are to 
love all men,  whereas the world loves only its friends; we are to pray 

meaningfully, whilst the Gentile world merely heap up empty phrases; we 
are to seek the things of God's Kingdom, whilst the world seeks only for 

material things. Human values are radically reversed in Christ. The 
humble are exalted and the proud debased; the first are put last, the 

servant made the greatest. But Jesus also contrasts His followers not only 
with "the Gentiles" but with the contemporary religious people -  the 

'scribes and Pharisees'. Thu s we are to be radically different both from the 

nominal church, and the secular world in general. Repeatedly Jesus 
speaks of "they" and "you"; and yet He also spoke of the handful of 

Palestinian peasants who really grasped His teaching as being the salt o f 
the earth [Israel?] and the light of the [whole Gentile] world. It was their 

separateness from the world that was to be a part of the world's 
salvation. So Jesus was certainly not teaching a bunker mentality, an 

island existence, but rather a reaching ou t into the world of others for 
their salvation. The true radicalism is the radicalism of love -  love lived out 

in ordinary life. Whether we strive for absolute truthfulness, what place 
we seek at a feast, the struggle to grant real and total forgiveness -  th is is 

the radicalism of love.  

    

The beatitudes were spoken generally of all believers, but "You are the 
salt of the earth" was spoken specifically to the disciples. We can 

understand the 'earth' as the land -  of Israel. The Lord pinned His hopes 



for the w hole land of Israel on that band of rather unlikely men, most of 

them secular, non - religious Jews. It was in their power to change and 
prepare the whole land for Him. The very metaphor of salt was well 

chosen -  for salt was cheap and common. It was by their  very earthliness 
and humanity that their mission was to succeed, just as was the case for 

the Lord Himself.  

But if the salt has lost its savour, with what shall it be salted? It becomes 
good for nothing but to be thrown out and trodden under the feet of m en -  

The idea could be that if we are not salt for the earth, preparing people to 
be acceptable sacrifices to God, then there is no plan B. It all depends 

upon us. And if we donôt do that work, then we shall be rejected. Note 

how Paul speaks of the conversi on of people as the offering up in sacrifice 
of the Gentiles (Rom. 15:16).  

 

"Good" in "good for nothing" has the idea is of being able, to have 
possibility. If we will not use our potential for good, then we will be 

rejected, because we have no possibiliti es for use. It's only when we 
wilfully lose our potential for good that we really are of no use. Lk. 14:34 

carries the same idea -  if salt loses savour, what then can be used for 
seasoning ["wherewith shall it be salted"]? The idea is surely that if salt 

cannot be used for making salty -  then it can be used for nothing, it has 

no practical use.  

The same phrase "thrown out" is used about the rejection of the wicked at 
the last day (Mt. 13:48; Jn. 15:6). The 'treading underfoot by men' would 

then refer to the f aithful having some part to play in the condemnation of 
the wicked. The idiom may mean that they will be despised by them. Or 

there could be a literal element to it (Mal. 4:3 "the wicked shall be ashes 
under the soles of your feet in that day"). It is not for us to thus judge 

others  now  because we are to do so  then .  

5:14  You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hid -  The 

reference is surely to Jerusalem, which was known as the city set on a hill 
(N.T. Wright,  Jesus and the Victory of Go d (London: S.P.C.K., 2001) p. 

289). The connection between this city and "the light of the world" is 
clearly drawing from Old Testament descriptions of Jerusalem being a 

light to which the true Israel would rally and the Gentile world would 
come for enligh tenment about the true God (Ps. 132:17 cp. 1 Kings 

11:34 -36; Is. 2:2; 60:1; 66:20). Jerusalem was the classic external 
symbol of Israel and Judaism -  and the Lord is saying that His largely non -

religious, secular Jewish disciples were to be the true Zion fo r the 
enlightenment of both Israel and the world. This is similar to His invitation 

for them to see themselves as Moses, who alone "saw God", and sharing 

in the persecutions of the prophets. This high calling echoes down to us -  
we who like to think that we  are not amongst God's great heroes, and 

who prefer to leave the dramatic acts of faith to our leaders and high 



profile members. But the calling is to each of us, to be of no less 

significance than them, not to hide behind the grand religious symbols of 
fa ith such as the temple and the city of Jerusalem -  but to be those things 

in daily life. Judaism understood the Levitical priesthood as the light of 
the Jewish and Gentile worlds. The Testament of Levi 14:3 claimed of the 

priesthood: "For as the heaven is p urer in the Lordôs sight than the earth, 
so also be ye, the lights of Israel, (purer) than all the Gentiles [or in 

another manuscript "ye who are the lights of Israel, shall be as the sun 
and moon"]". And yet as so often in the Sermon, the Lord applies the  

language of priesthood to his secular, spiritually poor listeners.   

There appears the idea that if we hide who we are from others, then we 

are not really Christian. A city on a hill cannot possibly be covered. It is 
totally public. There must be an elemen t about our discipleship which is 

likewise absolutely open and obvious to the world. When the Lord returns, 
it would be strange indeed if our neighbours were shocked to know that 

we were actually one of His people. The same word is used about the man 
who ' hid' the talent of the Gospel (Mt. 25:25). The relevance of this 

emphasis in the first century world was that it was apparently easier to 
merely quietly assent to Christian teaching, rather than come out in the 

open about it. The same word is used of how J oseph of Arimathea 
'secretly', hiddenly, believed, for fear of the Jews (Jn. 19:38). But in the 

end, he 'came out', as we all are lead to do by providential circumstance 
and our own growing conviction of Christ.   

 
All  those who preach Him are like a city t hat cannot be hidden (Mt. 5:14); 

just as He likewise ñcould not be hidò in His preaching (Lk. 7:24). He was 
the light of the world, and so are we. In the work of witness, we find 

ourselves especially united to Him. We are Him to this world, and in a 
sense,  He only shines in this world through us. Witnessing is in a sense 

for our benefit. Perhaps in answer to the unspoken question 'How can we 
avoid losing our saltiness?', the Lord replied by saying that a city set on a 

hill cannot be hid (Mt. 5:14). He meant  that the open exhibition of the 
Truth by us will help us in the life of personal obedience to Him. The city 

set on a hill is specifically spoken as being Nazareth, where the Lord had 
grown up (Lk. 4:29). Jesus must've seen the town from the distance and 

thought out His teaching over the years before He now publicly  stated it.  

5:15  Neither do men light a lamp and put it under a basket but on the 

stand; and it shines for all that are in the house -  The Lord speaks of how 
we are the light of the world, giving light to the world in the same way as 

"they" light a lamp. Who are the "they"? The point has been made that to 
1st century Palestinian ears, the answer was obvious: Women. Because 

lighting the lamps was a typical female duty, which men were not usually 
inv olved in. Could it not be that the Lord Jesus even  especially  envisaged 

women as His witnesses? Did He here have in mind how a great company 



of women would be the first to share the news that the light of the world 

had risen?  

The Greek article in "the lamp  / candlestick" refers to the specific 
candlestick, and to Jewish minds this would surely have referred to the 

candlestick in the Holy Place (s.w. Heb. 9:2). This continues the theme of 
the Lord teaching a new form of Judaism, for His sermon on the mount i s 

full of allusions to previous Mosaic practice, but redefining it. The 
implication of :16 is that ordinary men are present in the Holy Place too, 

who will see our light. Or it could be that Jesus has in mind how it was the 
priests who alone entered the Ho ly Place -  and He is saying that the light 

from those who followed Him would illuminate the Jewish priesthood. The 

light of the candlestick is both the believer (Mt. 5:15) and the Gospel 
itself (Mk. 4:21). We are to be the Gospel. We must burn as a candle 

now, in shedding forth the light, or we will be burnt at the judgment (Mt. 
5:15 and Jn. 15:6 use the same words). This is but one of many 

examples of the logic of endurance; we must burn anyway, so why not do 
it for the Lord's sake and reap the reward.  

The story of the candle that was put under a bucket brings out an issue 

related to that of the desire to root up the tares: the candle was put there 
(presumably) on account of an almost paranoiac fear that the wind would 

blow it out; but this over -protection o f the lamp in itself caused the light 

to go out (Mt. 5:15). Time and again, preaching the light, holding up the 
beacon of the word of Christ's cross, has been impeded or stifled in the 

name of preserving the truth, strengthening  what remains (words taken 
out of context). And because of this lack of witness, this lack of holding 

out the light to others, the fire of Christ has waxed dim amongst us. This 
ties in to the theme that preaching is not just commanded as a publicity 

exercise for Almighty God; He does n't need us to do that for Him. It is 
commanded for the benefit of the preacher more than those preached to. 

To put a candle under a bucket or bed seems senseless; yet this is how 
senseless and inappropriate it is to hold back preaching for the sake of 

def ending the Faith. Indeed,  to put it under a bed (Mk. 4:21) and then go 
to sleep (candles are normally only lit at night) is likely to destroy the 

person who does it, to burn them while they are asleep. All who have the 
light but don't preach it (in whateve r form) are likely to suffer the same; 

notice how the Lord (by implication) links night time and sleepiness with 

an apathy in preaching. Evidently the Lord foresaw the attitude that has 
surfaced amongst His people: 'We must concentrate on keeping the 

Truth , new converts are often problematic, too much energy goes to 
preaching rather than building up ourselves in the faith'. Probably the 

resistance to preaching to the Gentiles in the first century used similar 
reasoning. The Lord may have had in mind a Talmu d entry 

(Shabbat  107a) which permitted the covering of a lamp with a bowl on 
the Sabbath if it was done in order to stop the entire house catching fire. 

He is arguing that such a fear based attitude, fearful of possible 



consequence if we share the light, w ill result in the light going out. And 

that lesson needs to be learnt time and again.  

5:16  Likewise, let your light shine before men, that they may see your 
good works and glorify your Father who is in heaven -  These are those "in 

the house[hold]" (:15), "t hose who enter" (Lk. 8:16; 11:33). The general 
public does not seem to glorify God because of good works. 2 Cor. 9:2 

seems to understand the verse as meaning that we give light and 
opportunity for praise to other believers. Paul writes of how the generous 

commitments of the Corinthian ecclesias had ñinspired very manyò to 
generosity (2 Cor. 9:2). And we too, in our abundant responses to Godôs 

super -abundant grace, will inspire each other likewise. I donôt mean, of 

course, in the proud manner of many charity  donors, trying to outshine 
each other before the publicsô gaze by their ógenerosityô. I mean that in 

the graces of forgiveness, kindness in a myriad modest ways, that we see 
performed by others, we will find  our  motivation to do likewise. For 

rightly -perf ormed good works are a light to the world; perhaps it is their 
very modesty which makes them ñshine  before menò. So in this sense we 

will perceive othersô acts of grace and be inspired by them, no matter how 
discreetly and modestly done they are. For they inevitably shine in a way 

that gives light to all who are in the (ecclesial) house, so that they too 
glorify the Father (Mt. 5:16).  

 
It could be that the "men" who glorify God in Heaven are the Angels -  the 

same "men" who lit our candle in the first place ( :15). "Men" in the 
parables who do the 'gathering' of our fruits (Jn. 15:6; Mt. 7:16) 

represent Angels, who are the ones who will actually do the gathering at 
the last day (Mt. 13:41; 24:31). This seems to make most sense, and 

avoids the idea of our doing good works specifically in order to impress 
men. And men do not glorify God just because they see our good works. 

But Angels, who lit our candle in the first place, notice how our light is 
shining out to others "in the house", and glorify God in Heaven [" is in 

Heaven" is unjustified -  the idea is that they glorify the Father, in Heaven]. 
In this interpretation, the "men" are different to those who are "in the 

house".  

5:17  Think not that I came to destroy the law or the prophets. I came not 

to destroy but to fulfil -  The idea that the Lord Jesus ended the Law of 
Moses on the cross needs some reflection. That statement only pushes 

the question back one stage further -  how exactly did He óendô the Law 
there? How did a man dying on a cross actually end the Law? The  Lord 

Jesus, supremely in His death, was ñthe end of the lawò (Rom. 10:4). But 
the Greek  telos  [ñendò] is elsewhere translated ñthe goalò (1 Tim. 1:5 

NIV). The character and person of the Lord Jesus at the end was the goal 
of the Mosaic law; those 613 comm andments, if perfectly obeyed, were 

intended to give rise to a personality like that of the Lord Jesus. When He 



reached the climax of His personal development and spirituality, in the 

moment of His death, the Law was ñfulfilledò. Then, it was "accomplished" 
(:18), and  ginomai  there  is usually used about events being 

accomplished; the supreme event in view is the cross. The Lord taught 
that He ñcameò in order to die; and yet He also ñcameò in order to ñfulfilò 

the Law (Mt. 5:17). Mt. 5:17 = Gal. 5:14. Christ fulfilled the Law by His 
supreme love of His neighbour (us) as Himself. The Law of Moses was 

intended to create a perfect man -  if it were to be totally obeyed. The Lord 
Jesus did this -  and therefore there was no more need for the Law. Yet the 

Beatitudes were addressed to those who  hungered to be righteous, and 
who were spiritually poor, having broken God's laws. It was therefore in 

this context that the Lord Jesus sets before those very people the 
ultimate good news -  that He has come determined to succeed in perfect 

obedience to th e Law, and thus fulfilling it, He would remove its binding 
nature upon others. Hence the Law was added  until  the Seed should come 

(Gal. 3:19). This conclusion (in broad terms) was also arrived at by 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Dietrich Bonhoeffer,  The Cost of 
Discipleship  (London: S.C.M., 2001 ed.) pp. 74 -76). The Lord's total 

obedience and fulfilling of the Law is therefore further good news for we 
who have failed both historically and in present life to keep it.  

5:18  For truly I say to you, until heaven and eart h pass away, not one jot 

or one tittle shall in any way pass from the law, until all things be 
accomplished -  Vine comments: "Jot is for jod, the smallest letter in the 

Hebrew alphabet. Tittle is the little bend or point which serves to 
distinguish certain Hebrew letters of similar appearance. Jewish tradition 

mentions the letter jod as being irremovable; adding that, if all men in 

the world were gathered to abolish the least letter in the law, they would 
not succeed. The guilt of changing those little hooks  which distinguish 

between certain Hebrew letters is declared to be so great that, if such a 
thing were done, the world would be destroyed".  

5:19  Whoever therefore shall break one of these least commandments -  

See on 'jot and tittle' (:18). Note the connect ion between breaking "these 
least commandments" and being "least in the Kingdom". The least in the 

Kingdom will therefore be those who didn't consider the small things 
worthy of their attention. But the principle is that by our attitude to that 

which is "l east" we show our appropriacy to receive that which is great 

(Lk. 16:10 s.w.).   

 
And shall teach men to do so, shall be called least in the kingdom of 

heaven, but whoever shall do and teach them, he shall be called great in 
the kingdom of heaven -  The Lord explained that ñthe least in the Kingdom 

of Heavenò would have broken ñthe leastò commandments, and would 
have taught men so (Mt. 5:19); and yet ñthe least in the Kingdomò was a 

phrase He elsewhere used about those who would actually be in the 



Kingdom (Mt.  11:11; 25:40 "the least of these my brothers"). Here surely 

is His desire to save, and His gracious overlooking of intellectual failure, 
human misunderstanding, and dogmatism in that misunderstanding 

(óteaching men soô). The idea of being called / named / pronounced great 
or least in the Kingdom suggests differing degrees of reward distributed 

at judgment day. The idea of being called / named at the day of judgment 
has just been used in Mt. 5:9 (s.w.). There is thus the possible implication 

that some who w ill be accepted by the Lord who even at their acceptance 
at the judgment have wrong attitudes towards their brethren. Thus before 

the Lord of the harvest, those who thought they had worked hardest 
complained that those they thought had done less, were stil l getting a 

penny. They were rebuked, but they still had their penny (cp. salvation; 
Mt. 20:11). The subsequent comment that the first shall be last might 

imply that they will be in the Kingdom, but  in the least place. Likewise the 
brother who takes the hi ghest place in the ecclesia will be made with 

shame to take the lower place (Lk. 14:9). Or the bitter elder brother, 

angry at the Father's gracious enthusiasm for the worthless brother, is 
addressed by the Father (God) in language which is relevant to the Lord 

Jesus: "Son, thou art ever with me, and all that I have is thine" (Lk. 
15:30). These sentiments are elsewhere expressed about the Lord Jesus. 

Is the implication that bitter elder brother is still in Christ and accepted in 
Him, even though his attitude  to his brother is not what it should be? The 

least in the Kingdom will be those who break commandments  and teach 
men so  (Mt. 5:19); but the least in the Kingdom will be counted greater 

than John the Baptist was in this life (Mt. 11:11). The simple message  is 
that there will be some in the Kingdom who simply weren't very obedient 

in this their day of probation. Admittedly, these details are capable of 
other interpretations. But bear these points in  mind , especially if you ever 

struggle with the apparent har shness of some Christians you may meet.  

The least in the Kingdom will be those who break commandments  and 

teach men so  (Mt. 5:19); but the least in the Kingdom will be counted 
greater than John the Baptist was in this life (Mt. 11:11). The simple 

message i s that there will be some in the Kingdom who simply weren't 
very obedient in this their day of probation. Admittedly, these details are 

capable of other interpretations. But bear these points in  mind , especially 
if you ever struggle with the apparent harsh ness of some Christians you 

may meet.   

 

It is Jesus Himself who shall be called great (the same two words used in 
Lk. 1:32 "He shall be  great  and shall be  called  the Son of the Highest"). 

The one who would do and teach supremely would be Jesus. Here, as so  
often, the Lord makes an oblique reference to Himself (as in mentioning 

that some seed would bring forth one hundred fold). The fact we teach 
others to do righteousness will be a factor in our acceptance (Mt. 5:19); 



although not the only one. Again we see  the implication that we are to 

somehow teach others, to engage with others, in order to be acceptable.   

5:20  For I say to you, that unless your righteousness shall exceed that of 
the scribes and Pharisees, you shall in no way enter into the kingdom of 

hea ven -  The Lord asks us to  exceed  the ñrighteousnessò of the Pharisees 
(Mt. 5:20). By ñrighteousnessò he refers to their charity, for which they 

were well known. In addition to tithing ten percent of absolutely 
everything, they gave a fifth of their income t o charity such as widows, 

orphans, newly -wedded couples etc. In addition they made anonymous 
gifts in a ñquiet roomò of the Temple. How does our giving compare to 

that? And the Lord challenges us that unless we  exceed  that, ñye shall in 

no case enter into the kingdom of heavenò. Radical, challenging words-  
that are hard to re - interpret or get around. And yet surely the answer is 

that super -abounding (AV 'exceeding') righteousness is only attainable by 
being justified / counted righteous in Christ. The Lord' s challenging 

statement was surely in order to lead us to the same conclusions reached 
in Romans 1 -8 about being counted righteous when we have no 

righteousness of our own. For to super -abundantly exceed the technical, 
points -scoring righteousness of the P harisees was well -nigh impossible.   

 

'Entering the Kingdom' is a very common idea in the Lord's teaching. But 

He understood people to be 'entering' the Kingdom right now ("them that 
are entering", Mt. 23:13). In the same way as judgment is ongoing now, 

so is condemnation and entry into the Kingdom.  

5:21  You have heard that it was said to those of old: You shall not kill, 
and whoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment -  Jesus was 

addressing the illiterate poor. Elsewhere, to the educated and litera te, He 
says that they are aware that "It is  written ". Here He quotes both one of 

the ten commandments and also the tradition of the elders. We need to 
reflect upon the implications of the fact that the vast majority of the early 

Christians were illiterate.  Literacy levels in first century Palestine were 

only 10% at the highest estimate. Some estimate that the literacy level in 
the Roman empire was a maximum of 10%, and literacy levels in 

Palestine were at most 3%. Most of the literate people in Palestine wo uld 
have been either the wealthy or the Jewish scribes. And yet it was to the 

poor that the Gospel was preached, and even in Corinth there were not 
many educated or ñmightyò in this world within the ecclesia. Notice how 

the Lord said to the Pharisees: ñHave you not  read?ò (Mk. 2:25; Mt. 12:5; 
19:4), whilst He says to those who responded to Him: ñYou have heard ò 

(Mt. 5:21,27,33). His followers were largely the illiterate.  As the ecclesial 
world developed, Paul wrote inspired letters to the ecclesias. Those l etters 

would have been  read  to the brethren and sisters. Hence the great 
importance of óteachersô in the early churches, those who could faithfully 

read and transmit to others what had been written.  



5:22  But I say to you -  Having quoted one of the ten comma ndments, 

Jesus implies that His teaching now supersedes them. See on 5:1.   

That everyone who is angry with his brother -  We are all brothers and 
sisters, each of us adopted into the Divine family, each of us freed slaves, 

rejoicing in that pure grace. Most times the NT speaks of óbrothersô, it is in 
the context of tensions between people (see Mt. 5:21 -24, 43 -48; 7:1 -5; 

18:15 -35). We canôt separate ourselves from our brethren any more than 
we can from our natural families. Once a brother, we are always a 

brot her. No matter what disappointments and disagreements we may 
have, we are baptized into not only the Lord Jesus personally, but also 

into a never ending relationship with each other. We cannot walk away 

from it.  

Without a cause -  As added in some texts and AV. The Greek is always 
translated elsewhere 'vainly', the idea being 'in vain', 'without an effect'. 

Anger which doesn't achieve anything positive is wrong. God's anger is 
creative -  e.g. the 'anger' of His judgment through the flood brought about 

the salv ation of the faithful. Anger therefore is not in itself wrong. The 
motives are all important.  

Shall be in danger of the judgment, and whoever shall say to his brother 
Raca shall be in danger of the council, and whoever shall say Moros shall 

be in danger of  the fire of Gehenna -  One of the major themes of the 
Lord's teaching in the sermon on the mount was the need to respect 

others; to see the value and meaning of persons. Indeed, it can rightly be 
said that all sin depersonalizes another person. Sin is almos t always 

against persons. Relentlessly, ruthlessly, the Lord drives deeper, and yet 
deeper, into the very texture of human personality in demanding that, 

e.g., we are not even angry with others, lest we effectively murder them. 
To say "Raca" to your brothe r was to commit sin worthy of serious 

judgment, He taught (Mt. 5:22). "Ra -ca" was the sound made when a 
man cleared his throat to spit, and it was a term of abuse in earlier 

Semitic languages. To despise your brother, to disregard his importance 

as a perso n, was to be seen as an ultimate sin. In this light we should 
seek to avoid the many terms of abuse which are so common today :  ña 

right idiot" etc. The Law taught that one should not curse a deaf person. 
Think what this really means. Surely the essence of it is that we should 

never be abusive, in any form, to or about anyone, even if it is sure that 
they will never know or feel our abuse.  

Every word will be judged (Mt. 12:36), and in some cases by words we 
will justified and by our speech we will be condemn ed. So we must speak 

as those who will be judged for what we speak (James 2:12). The man 
who  says  to his brother 'Raca' or 'Thou fool' is in real danger of hell fire 

(Mt. 5:22). The tongue has the power to cast a man into hell fire (James 
3:5,6) -  some may be condemned for what they have said, perhaps 

connecting with how the beast is thrown into the fire of destruction 



because of his words (Dan. 7:11,12). Thus there is a link between the 

judgment of the unworthy and that of the world. The process of 
condemna tion will remind the wicked of all their hard words and hard 

deeds (Jude 15). Yet now, we can speak words all too easily. Yet we talk 
and speak as those whose words will be taken into account at the last 

day. This little selection of passages is powerful -  or ought to be. There is 
reason to think that specific record is kept of incidents, and in some form 

there will be a 'going through' of them. Thus when self - righteous Jews 
told their brethren "Stand by yourself, come not near me, for I am holier 

than you",  God comments that "This is written before me... I will 
recompense" (Is. 65:5,6).   

 His standards were sometimes unbelievably high. Whoever called his 
brother a fool (Gk.  more -  a moron, but implying a rebel, an apostate -  Ps. 

78:8; Jer. 5:23 LXX) was liable  to eternal condemnation by Him. John 
Stott claims that the Greek may directly transliterate the Hebrew 

word  mara  (a rebel or apostate) (John Stott,  The Message of the Sermon 
on the Mount: Christian Counter -culture  (Leicester: I.V.P., 2003) p.84). 

The fact  that calling our brother a 'fool' warrants definite condemnation 
surely implies of itself that the term meant that the fool would be 

condemned at judgment day. If we condemn others, even if they are to 
be condemned, then we shall be condemned. That is the  Lord's message. 

We must remember that in Hebrew thought, to pronounce a curse upon a 
person was seen as highly meaningful and likely to come about. To 

declare someone as condemned at the future judgment seat would 
therefore have had a huge psychological e ffect upon the person. They 

would have felt that they really would be condemned. The evil practice of 

disfellowshipping individuals, implying implicitly and at times explicitly 
that they have no place in the body of Christ, can have the same effect.   

When the Lord spoke about calling your brother a fool being the same as 
murdering him (Mt. 5:22; 1 Jn. 3:15), He may well have been thinking of 

the passage in Leviticus 19:16 -18: "Thou shall not go up and down as a 
talebearer among thy people... thou shalt not hate thy neighbour in thine 

heart: thou shalt in any wise (frankly, NIV) rebuke thy neighbour... thou 
shalt not avenge nor bear any grudge... but thou shalt love thy neighbour 

as thyself". The fact this passage is expanded upon so many times in 
Proverbs wo uld indicate that gossip was as major a problem among the 

old Israel as it is among the new. But notice the fine psychology of the 
Spirit here: gossip in the church is related to having a grudge, to hating 

your neighbour in your heart, to not loving your n eighbour as you love 
yourself (and we are  very  conservative about our own failings). To hate 

your brother in your heart, to gossip about him, was and is as bad as 

murdering him. And this same connection between gossip and murder is 
made in the prophets (Ez . 22:9 cp. Prov. 26:22). But the Law provided a 

way out. If you had something against your brother, frankly tell him 
about his failure,  so that  you would not hate him in your heart. If we 



don't do this, or try to get someone else to do it, we will end up h ating 

our brother in our heart and we will gossip about him.   

 
" In danger of" in the Greek doesn't imply a mere possibility, but rather, 

that such a person will receive the threatened judgment. "The council" 
refers to the Sanhedrin; but you didn't come be fore them for muttering 

'Raca'. The Lord surely meant that such would come before the Heavenly 
council, of Angels. For this was a well -known, Old Testament based idea -  

that there is a Heavenly council of Angels. And Christ will come with the 
Angels with Hi m to judge us. So the rejected will first come before the 

Lord, then the Angelic council, and then condemnation. It could be argued 

that calling a brother 'Raca' and being angry at him without a cause would 
lead to discussion about this at the day of judgm ent; but not 

condemnation ['hell fire', Gehenna]. Only pronouncing a brother a 'fool ô, 
i.e. positively condemned and not to enter God's Kingdom, would lead to 

that condemnation. There appears to be a three stage progression here 
from judgment / discussion to council (Gk.  sanhedrin ), to condemnation 

in Gehenna. It could be that the three ideas are all parallel. But it's 
tempting to see them rather as a progression, and to note the similarity 

with the three stage progression of Mt. 18:15 -17, where in case of 
interpersonal conflict there was firstly a private reasoning with the 

brother, then bringing the church together to discuss the case (cp. the 
Sanhedrin), and then treating the person as a sinner. However, the 

surrounding context of Mt. 18:15 -17 suggests to  me that the Lord spoke 
all that tongue in cheek and did not intend it to be obeyed literally. For 

the question of the context is 'If my brother sins against me'. The Lord 

outlines the three step scenario -  and then says that if your brother sins 
against yo u, forgive him 70 x 7, that is, even if his repentance seems less 

than credible, without seeking to test the legitimacy of his repentance. 
The three stage process was well known in Judaism, and the connection 

with Mt. 5:22 shows that in the Lord's thinking , it was an attempt to 
reflect the judgment and condemnation of God in the community of 

believers today. And that is precisely what the Lord implores us  not  to do 
(especially in Mt. 7:1).  We  are not to attempt to mimic Heaven's 

judgment and condemnation in  our encounter with our brethren in this 
life. There are churches and groups who seek to follow Mt. 18:15 -17 to 

the letter, claiming they are being Biblical in their approach. But some 
more research would indicate that perhaps by doing so they are doing 

exactly what the Lord did not want us to do, and by doing so may be 
placing themselves in danger of condemnation.  

 
5:23  If therefore -  The link with :22 is not immediately apparent. The idea 

seems to be that we should reconcile with our brother in order to av oid 
the temptation to unwarranted anger with our brother, muttering 'raca' 

about him, or pronouncing him a condemned fool. If we are unreconciled, 



even if the situation is our brother's fault because  he  has something 

against  us , then we are liable to the temptation to become wrongly 
aggressive and condemnatory towards him. And this is a significant part 

of spiritual life -  getting ourselves into an environment of thought and 
situation with others where temptation will not press so strongly upon us. 

It's eas y to leave situations unreconciled, but time does not actually heal 
them, and the situations lead to temptations towards aggression and 

judgmental attitudes which may lead to our condemnation.  

 
You are offering your gift at the altar and there remember tha t your 

brother has something against you -  Iôd always read this, or perhaps 

glanced over it, as saying that I shouldnôt offer my gift on the altar 
if  I  had something against my brother, but I should reconcile with him; 

but seeing  I  have  nothing against anyo ne, well I can just go on in serving 
the Lord. There may be others who have a problem with me, but then, 

that is for them to sort out with me. But no. The Lord is saying: óIf your 
brother has something  against you ; if the fault is  his ... then  you  take the 

initiative and try to reconcile it, before doing anything elseô. 

5:24  Leave your gift before the altar and go your way -  The only Old 
Testament case of an interrupted sacrifice was Cain and Abel. Yahweh 

told Cain that if he would 'do well', then his sacrifi ce would be accepted, 

and Yahweh appears to suggest an animal for Cain to offer (Gen. 4:7) -  on 
this basis I would suggest that the sacrificial meeting was interrupted by 

Cain murdering Abel. The Lord also may have in view the way that a thief 
or deceiver c ould repent by  putting things right with his brother  and 

then  offering a sacrifice (Lev. 6:4 -6). The Lord is assuming that we are 
guilty -  and this is part of the hyperbole. If you have a relationship 

breakdown with your brother, then you are guilty. That's  the hyperbole; 
we are not always guilty, but the Lord is making the point that we simply 

must do all within our power to reconcile, with a sense of pounding 
urgency. Refusal to talk to our brethren is absolutely not the right way. 

The Lord also surely has  in mind the teaching that the sacrifice of the 
wicked is unacceptable (Prov. 15:8; 21:27). Again the hyperbolic point is 

that we should act as if we are the guilty party in the case of relationship 
breakdown, and act with urgency to put things right. For time never heals 

in these cases -  the longer the situation continues, the harder it is to ever 

resolve. Perhaps in turn Paul alludes to these things by urging us to 
examine ourselves (and his context is to examine our attitude to our 

brother) before we make  the sacrifice at the Lord's table in the breaking 
of bread (1 Cor. 11:27,28) -  'the Lord's table' was another way of 

speaking about the altar, thus making the breaking of bread meeting the 
equivalent of offering sacrifice under the Old Covenant.  

 

First be reconciled to your brother and then come and offer your 



gift -  Particularly in that watershed night of wrestling, Jacob was our 

example. The Lord taught that we must all first be reconciled with our 
brother before we meet with God with our sacrifices (Mt. 5 :24) -  an 

obvious allusion to Jacob's reconciliation with Esau in his heart, and then 
meeting with God. We really must  all  go through that process, whether in 

one night or a longer period. Reconciliation with our brother is required 
before acceptably meetin g God. And yet many if not most die 

unreconciled with someone. This is one window onto the necessity of the 
judgment seat -  it is for our benefit rather than the Lord's. There we will 

become reconciled to our brethren as we observe their judgments, 
realizin g why they were as they were, and perceiving our own desperate 

need for grace. The tough alternative to this suggestion is that those who 
refuse to reconcile with their brethren in this life shall not therefore meet 

the Lord acceptably. Now we perhaps unde rstand better what Paul meant 
when he urged us "as much as lies in  you " to live at peace with all men 

(Rom. 12:18). Given that Christ can come at any moment, or our lives 

end, there is an urgency in all this. Which lead the Lord to urge us to 
reconcile "qu ickly" with our brother at any cost (:25). See on :25  lest at 

any time .  

5:25  Agree with your adversary -  The context of the preceding verses 
imply this is our brother. The Lord recognized there would be satans and 

personal adversaries within His ecclesia.  

 

Quickly -  We must agree with our adversary quickly, for we are on our 
way to judgment (Mt. 5:25). This continues Matthew's theme of 

immediate response; see on 4:20. The call of the Gospel is effectively a 
call to go to judgment. If we truly perceive this, a nd our coming need for 

the utmost grace, we will settle our differences with our brethren -  
ñquicklyò. The whole Kingdom of God is likened to the parable of the 

virgins about the judgment (Mt. 25:1). We are  speeding  towards 
judgment, therefore we should wat ch with urgency what manner of 

people we are (2 Pet. 3:11,12). This urgency of our approach to 
preaching is in harmony with the generally urgent call to spiritual life 

which there is everywhere in the Lordôs teaching. He gives the impression 
that we are li ving life on a knife edge. He saw men as rushing to their 

destruction. We are the accused man on the steps of the court, whose 

case is hopeless. Now is the very last moment for him to settle up with 
his brother (Mt. 5:25 cp. Lk. 12:58). Weôre like the unjust steward, with a 

knife at our throat because all our deceptions have been busted.  
Everything  is at risk for the guy. Life in prison, goodbye to wife and kids, 

povertyé stretch out before him. He must  get right with his brethren by 
forgiving them their de bts. We canôt come before God with our offering, 

i.e. our request for forgiveness, if our brother has any complaint against 
us regarding unforgiveness (Mt. 5:23). Forgiving each other is as 

important as that. As we judge, so we will be judged. Our attitude  to the 



least of the Lordôs brethren is our attitude to Him. There are likely no 

readers who donôt need this exhortation-  to ensure that they have 
genuinely forgiven all their brethren, and that so far as lies within them, 

they are at peace with all men. A t any moment the bridegroom may 
returné so have your lamp burning well, i.e. be spiritually aware and filled 

with the Spirit. Put on your wedding garment, the righteousness of Jesus, 
before itôs too late (Mt. 22:11-13). Heôs just about to come. The judge 

stands before our door, as James puts it.  

 
While you are with him in the street -  Gk. "in the wayò. The Lord seems to 

have in mind Joseph's admonition to his brothers to not fall out whilst in 

the way together, but to abide under the deep impression of his g race 
towards them (Gen. 45:24).  

 

Lest -  The idea seems to be 'In case he...', or even perhaps stronger, 
implying 'because he will...'. Surveying the NT usage of the term, it 

generally seems to imply that 'this will be the case'. The idea is that if you 
have  an adversary and do not reconcile with him, then you will be found 

guilty. The facts of the case don't come into it -  if you are unreconciled, 
then you are guilty. Thus hyperbole is to reinforce the point made in :24 -  

that reconciliation is so vital. There  is of course the unspoken rider, that 

we must be reconciled "as much as lies in you" (Rom. 12:18). Paul died 
apparently unreconciled to many brethren -  they in Asia had turned away 

from him personally (note the irony, that they 'turned away; (2 Tim. 
1:15) from the one who had 'turned them away' from idols (Acts 19:26)), 

although some of the believers in Asia are addressed positively by the 
Lord Jesus in the letters of Rev. 2 and 3. But the point of the Lord's 

hyperbole is that those unreconciled to their br ethren will be tempted to 
get into aggressive and condemnatory attitudes which may well lead to 

their exclusion from the Kingdom. And therefore He uses this hyperbole -  
that the unreconciled will be certainly found guilty and condemned, simply 

because they are unreconciled and have adversaries amongst their 
brethren.  

 
The adversary deliver you -  The implication is that our brother has the 

power to deliver us to judgment, or not. Again we see how reconciliation 
is a choice; it is in our power to bring our brot her to judgment for certain 

things, and that process might even lead to his condemnation. But, the 
metaphor implies, we can  not  be adversarial, reconcile, and therefore our 

brother will not come to judgment for being unreconciled with us.   

 

To the judge -  The synagogue official. Luke seems to translate the 
Palestinian style of things into terms which were understandable by a 

Roman audience. Thus Lk. 6:47; 11:33 speak of houses with cellars, 



which were uncommon in Palestine; and in Lk. 8:16; 11:33 of houses 

with an entrance passage from which the light shines out. The synagogue 
official of Mt. 5:25 becomes the "bailiff" in Lk. 12:58. In Palestine, the 

cultivation of mustard in garden beds was forbidden, whereas Lk. 13:19 
speaks of mustard sown in a garden, whi ch would have been 

understandable only to a Roman audience. It seems in these cases that 
inspiration caused Luke to dynamically translate the essence of the Lord's 

teaching into terms understandable to a non -Palestinian audience. Even in 
Mt. 5:25 we read o f going to prison for non -payment of debts, which was 

not the standard Jewish practice. Imprisonment was unknown in Jewish 
law. The point of all this is to show that we must match our terms and 

language to our audience.  

 

And the judge deliver you to the of ficer and you be thrown into prison -  
There will be degrees of punishment. For some, the judge will pass them 

to the officer, who will cast them into prison (i.e. condemnation). For 
others, the judgment will pass them to the council and from there to hell 

fire (Mt. 5:21 -25). Although the wages of sin will still be death at the 
judgment, it will be a "sorer punishment" for those under the New 

Covenant than those under the Old. Because there are, in some way, 
degrees of sin, there must also be degrees of punis hment (2 Chron. 

28:13,22; 1 Cor. 6:18; Lev. 5:18 note "according to thy estimation"; 
Judas had a "greater sin" than Pilate, Jn. 19:11). The punishment of the 

wicked at judgment will somehow take this into account. If the rejected 
are destroyed together (Mt . 13:30) and yet there are varying degrees of 

punishment, it follows that the punishment must be on a mental level; 

and "gnashing of teeth" certainly fits in with this suggestion. The 
progression judge -officer -prison is similar to judgment -council -Gehenna 

condemnation in :22. I suggested that this may refer to the stages of the 
judgment process for the condemned at the last day, with unresolved sin 

being passed further on to others [Angels?] to consider. I suggested also 
that perhaps judgment and council ma y refer to unresolved sins being 

referred to more serious processes of judgment, out of which we may still 
emerge 'saved', but have eternally learnt our lesson. The same idea may 

be here -  and even the final 'prison' can be exited, although at great cost 
to  us (although on the other hand, a similar metaphor is used in Mt. 

18:34 for the unforgiving debtor who is cast into prison and tormented 
"until he should pay all that was due". This could be speaking of 

condemnation). These metaphors may all be speaking a bout the learning 
process through which the unreconciled may have to pass at judgment 

day.  

The rejected amongst the people of God will in some ways share the 

condemnation of the world which they loved. It may be that there will be 
different geographical ar eas of punishment; some are cast into fire, 

others into outer darkness, into prison (Mt. 5:25)... or are these simply 



saying that there will be different kinds of punishment? Or are they 

different figures for the same thing? Whatever, the sense that the da y is 
drawing near should find expression in the love and care we show 

towards our brethren. The Lord exhorts to agree with our adversary 
quickly, whilst we are on the way to judgment -  and He says this in the 

context of warning us to be reconciled with our brother (Mt. 5:23,25). In 
the light of approaching judgment there is an urgency about our need for 

reconciliation both with our brother and thereby with God (is He the 
"adversary" in the parable?). All this talk about reconciliation is placed in 

the Lord's  opening manifesto of His fundamental values and beliefs. It 
should have the same prominence in our thinking and action.  

5:26 Truly I say to you, you will never get out until you have paid the last 
penny -  This may refer to the eternity of final condemnatio n for having 

been unreconciled to our brethren. In this case, we need to do all we can 
so that each and every situation of lack of reconciliation is truly not our 

fault. At the very least we are to have an open table to all our brethren. 
But not getting ou t "until" could mean that a slack attitude to 

reconciliation  with our brethren will lead to dire consequences for us in 
this life, and there will be no way out until whatever our fault was in the 

matter, our debt, is completely manifested  and paid.  

5:27  You have heard that it was said: You shall not commit adultery -  AV 

"Said by them of old time". The Lord seems to avoid saying 'By Moses'. 
He seems to be stressing that the ten commandments had come down to 

them in oral form; and He was standing before them a ctually telling them 
new commandments. The contrast is 'They said... but I say', rather than 

'Moses wrote, but I write...'.  

5:28  But I say to you, that everyone that looks on a woman -  Bathsheba 
was "very beautiful to  look upon " (2 Sam. 11:2). And David did  just that. 

Our Lord surely had his eye on that passage when he spoke about him 
that " looketh on  a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with 

her already" (Mt. 5:28). Jubilees 4:15,22, a commonly known book in 

Judaism at the Lord's time, claimed that the sons of God of Gen 6.2 were 
Angels who fell because they lusted with their eyes after "the daughters 

of men". As so often in the Bible, wrong ideas are alluded to and 
corrected. It was not that Angels sinned by lustful looks leading to 

adultery -  this language is reapplied to us as humans.  Looking on a 
woman lustfully is also the language of Job 31:1: "I made a covenant with 

mine eyes; why then should I think upon a maid?". Job recognized that if 
he did so, this would be the same as actually committ ing the deed. He 

says he will not look lustfully on a maid because "Is not destruction to the 
wicked? and a strange punishment to the  workers  of iniquity?" (Job 31:3). 

Thus Job's understanding that a lustful look in the heart was working 
iniquity was at th e basis of Christ's teaching.  



 

Lusting for her -  Gk. 'to set the heart upon'. The Lord is not speaking 
about involuntary turning of the eyes to simply look at a woman.  

 

Has already committed adultery with her in his heart -  Gk. 'even now'. The 
suggestion is that the adultery is going to happen in real physical terms, 

but it happened before God at the time of fantasizing it. It seems to me 
that the sense of the Greek here implies that an act of actually physically 

committed fornication will always begin with l ust for the act in the heart. 
This is not to say that sexual fantasy is OK and only actually performing it 

is sinful. But the sense of 'even now' would appear to mean that this is 

not what the Lord is teaching here. He is saying that acts of fornication 
ar e actually committed ahead of the act -  within the human heart. Sexual 

fantasy about forbidden partners would surely be outlawed by the many 
NT commands about spiritual mindedness -  e.g. "Having therefore these 

promises, dearly beloved, let us cleanse oursel ves from all filthiness of 
the flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God" (2 Cor. 7:1).  

5:29  And if your right eye causes you to stumble -  To make to stumble, 

not to give umbrage. The eye must surely be understood in the context of 
:28. It co uld be that the Lord specifically has sexual sin in mind. It is His 

form of "Flee fornication". Paul saw Mt. 5:29, 30 in a sexual context (= 

Col. 3:5); which fits the context of Mt. 5:28.  

 
Pluck it out -  The Greek word is every other time translated to save  or 

deliver.   

 

And throw it away -  The Lord taught that we should cut off those parts of 
our lives that offend us, and ñcast it [away] from youò-  because in the 

end, the whole body of the wicked person will be ñcast [away] into hellò 
(Mt. 5:29 -  the same Gr eek word is used in both places in this same 

verse). What Heôs saying surely is that we must recognize those parts of 
our lives which are worthy of condemnation, and  we  must condemn them 

now in this life, dissociating our spiritual self from our carnal self as Paul 
does in Rom. 7 -  for this is the meaning of the figure of ócasting awayô. He 

has just used the term in 5:13,25, and it is so often used to mean 'cast to 
condemnation' elsewhere too (Mt. 3:10; 7:19; 13:42,50; 18:30; Lk. 

12:49; Jn. 15:6). We are to "cast out" the parts of our lives which offend 
us, and if we don't, we will be "cast" into condemnation at the last day 

(Mt. 5:29.30). The word play on "cast" is obviously intentional; the Lord 
clearly has the idea that we are to self -condemn those thin gs in our lives 

which are sinful and worthy of condemnation. If we don't, then we will be 

'cast out' in our entirety at judgment day. Sin is to be condemned; we 
either condemn ourselves for it now, or we will be condemned for it then.   



 

For it is profitabl e for you that one of your members should perish and 
not your whole body be thrown into Gehenna -  The idea of self -

condemnation is continued here.   If we literally cut off part of our body, it 
perishes. If we do not, then the whole body will perish in Gehen na, the 

condemnation of the last day. For God is able to destroy [s.w. to perish] 
the body in Gehenna (Mt. 10:28). So we are to make perish those parts 

of our lives which make us sin -  i.e. we are to condemn them.  

5:30 -  see on 7:19.  

 

And if your right hand causes you to stumble -  Not just 'your hand'. The 
right hand was a Hebrew idiom for the power, the thinking, the dominant 

desire of a man. If itôs all taking us the wrong way, we must cut it off-  
and cast it from us, with no regrets about what we have given  up.   

Cut it off and throw it away, for it is profitable for you that one of your 

members should perish and not your whole body go into Gehenna -  Even 

though Jesus never sinned, He reveals a remarkable insight into the 
process of human sin, temptation and s ubsequent moral need. This was 

learnt not only from reflection on Old Testament teaching, but surely also 
by a sensitive seeking to enter into the feelings and processes of the 

sinner. This is why no sinner, ourselves included, need ever feel that this 
per fect Man is somehow unable to be touched by the feeling of our 

infirmities. Consider how He spoke of looking upon a woman to lust after 
her; and how He used the chilling figure of cutting out the eye or hand 

that offended (Mt. 5:29) -  the very punishments m eted out in Palestine at 
the time for sexual misbehaviour. He had surely observed men with eyes 

on stalks, looking at women. Although He never sinned, yet He had 
thought Himself into their likelihood of failure, He knew all about the 

affairs going on in th e village, the gutter talk of the guys at work... yet He 
knew and reflected upon those peoples' moral need, they were questions 

to Him that demanded answers, rather than a thanking God that He was 

not like other men were. Reflect on the characters of the L ord's parables. 
They cover the whole gamut of first century Palestinian life -  labourers and 

elder sons and officials and mums and dads. They were snapshots of 
typical human behaviour, and as such they are essays in the way Jesus 

diagnosed the human conditi on; how much He had reflected upon people 
and society, and perceived our tragic need as nobody else has.  He invites 

the zealous saint to cut off the various limbs of the body (for 
they  all  cause offence at some time!), so that he might enter the 

Kingdom. To the Jewish  mind, imagining such a scene would have created 
the impression of priestly action. The sensitive reader is invited to see 

himself as ñthe offering and the priestò. 

5:31 It was also said: Whoever shall send away his wife, let him give her 

a co ntract of divorce -  I suggested earlier that the Lord was carefully not 



saying that 'Moses said this, but I say differently'. But now He moves on 

to criticize the teaching of the religious leaders about divorce, which had 
effectively been elevated to the le vel of God's law. Divorce was often 

practiced in ancient societies for trivial reasons and in the heat of the 
moment. The divorce contract demanded by Moses however required 

some forethought; for one thing it had to be written, which in a largely 
illiterat e society would involve getting others involved. And the contract 

would have stated the reasons, and the conditions regarding any issues of 
maintenance. This is a far superior and more morally developed way than 

in many primitive societies.  

5:32  But I say to you, that everyone that divorces his wife, except for the 

cause of sexual immorality -  The Lord has in view the guilty Pharisees of 
the Hillel school who were twisting Dt. 24:1 -4 to mean that one could 

divorce for any reason so long as a divorce paper wa s written. Jesus at 
this point is not addressing the Pharisees but His potential followers. He is 

probably citing this well -known controversy in order to demonstrate how 
motives behind an action are what are culpable. He is inviting His hearers 

to consider  the motive for divorce and perceive that as all important, 
rather than the fact of divorce. This is why I suggest the key word in this 

verse is  logos , translated "cause". It is the  logos  of fornication which is 
the reason for divorce (see on 5:37). The th inking, reasoning, idea of 

fornication is what leads to divorce. This interpretation makes the Lord's 
reasoning here flow seamlessly and directly on from His teaching in 

preceding verses about the root of sexual sin being in the mind. So the 
Lord is indeed  saying that the Hillel school of thought -  that divorce was 

possible for any trivial reason -  was wrong. But as always, He moves the 

focus to a higher and more demanding level. He implies that "fornication" 
is the Biblical justification for divorce, but He says that actually it is 

the  logos , the thought, of fornication which is the problem. And this is in 
line with what He has just been teaching about the thought and action of 

fornication being so closely connected.   

Makes her commit adultery -  There is no do ubt that we can be counted 
responsible for making another brother sin, even though he too bears 

responsibility for that sin. The man who commits adultery causes his ex -
wife to commit adultery too, the Lord observed (Mt. 5:32). Her sin 

remains her sin, but he too is guilty. Prov. 5:15,16 (NIV) teach likewise: 

that a man should drink the waters of his own well, i.e. take sexual 
fulfilment from his own wife, otherwise his waters (i.e. the sexuality of his 

wife) will overflow into the streets for all and sundry . She will turn to 
other men due to his unfaithfulness. Sin thus has so many aspects.  

And whoever shall marry a divorced woman commits adultery -  The 

'whosoever' earlier in this verse seems to refer to men who thought they 
could divorce their wife for any r eason and go off with another woman. 

This view led women into sinful relationships with those men. But perhaps 



what is in view in this part of the verse is the women who divorced their 

husbands for any reason -  for women in some circles did have the power 
to divorce in the first century. The man who married such a woman was 

also committing adultery. The 'whosoever' refers to people who were 
getting divorced for any reason apart from fornication, and thereby 

leading both themselves and their new partners into  sin.  

5:33  Again, you have heard that it was said to them of old: You shall not 
swear falsely, but shall perform your oaths to the Lord -  This refers to 

perjury, i.e. lying about something in court. Perjury has a motive -  e.g. 
simply lying about your age to a causal enquirer is not perjury, but it is 

perjury if you lie about your age in order to get old age retirement 

benefits. So we see the theme of  motive  being continued. But the Lord 
takes the matter further. He not only forbids false swearing but swearing  

at all -  as if He foresaw that any oath is likely to end up a false oath, such 
is the weakness of humanity and our tendency not to be truthful. James 

5:12 quotes this and says that "Above all" we should not swear falsely, 
lest we fall into condemnation. Th is is strong language. The implication is 

that if we lie in a human court, that is one thing -  but that lie will be tried 
in the court of Heaven and will lead to condemnation.  

5:34 But I say to you: Swear not at all, neither by the heaven, for it is 

the thr one of God -  The Lord taught that His people were to be 

unconditionally truthful, because every untruthful word would be judged 
at the last day (Mt. 12:36). When He taught us óswear not at allô (Mt. 

5:33 -37), He spoke specifically about not swearing by the judgment 
throne of God at Jerusalem. Jews and indeed all Semitic peoples were in 

the habit of swearing by the last day judgment, to prove that they were 
truthful (cp. Mt. 23:16 -22). The Lord is saying that His people have no 

need to use those invocations a nd oaths -  because they are to 
live  always  as if they are before the final judgment seat of God in 

Jerusalem. And therefore, our words will be true -  because we live as men 
and women who stand constantly before His judgment presence. 

Swearing by "heaven" may  refer to the temple; the "earth" of :35 would 
be the land of Israel.  

5:35 Nor by the earth, for it is the footstool of His feet. Nor by Jerusalem, 
for it is the city of the great King -  The Jews, like many people, swore too 

easily. They thought that sweari ng by something greater than them was 
so acceptable that it actually excused them from basic truthfulness within 

their hearts. Their reasoning therefore was that they could lie about a 
matter because they judged they would never be found out; and swore by 

all manner of greater things to add credibility to their lie. This is the whole 
problem with religious structures of whatever kind; external things  are  

invested with more authority and importance than the need for internal 
truth and spirituality. We see he re the Lord's penetrating analysis of 

human psychology. The Lord clearly understood God as a personal being, 



who was personally manifest in the earth / land of Israel and Jerusalem -  

despite their apostasy. Clearly God does not offer His fellowship only on 
the basis of purity, nor does He practice any sense of guilt by association.  

5:36  Neither shall you swear by your head, for you cannot make one hair 

white or black -  Starting with the greatest thing -  the throne of God -  down 
to the apparently most insignific ant (one hair), the Lord shows that 

absolutely nothing (great or small) can give any more meaning to human 
words than the words themselves.  

5:37  But let your Yes mean Yes, and your No, No. For whatever is more 
than these comes from evil -  The AV and some ma nuscripts add "Let your 

communication be...". The word  logos is used. The contrast is between 
'swearing' in words, and having an internal  logos , a thought behind the 

words, which is clear and honest. This continues the theme of 5:32 about 
the  logos  of forn ication. We are to pay attention to our  logos  rather than 

merely the external word and action.  
Yes, yes -  People had the idea that there was normal language, and then 

oaths, which ensured that what you were saying was really true. The Lord 
is teaching that we should operate on only one level of language -  

absolute truth. We should not think that some areas of our language use 
can be less honest than others. The demand is for a total influence of 

God's truth into every aspect of human life and thinking.  

 

Wrong  words come  ek , 'out of', evil or "the evil one". Yet the thrust of the 
Lord's teaching so far in the Sermon has been that wrong words and 

behaviour come  ek ,  out of, the human heart and motivations. This, then, 
is 'the evil', personified as 'the evil one'.  In using this term the Lord was 

radically redefining the popular conceptions of an external 'evil one' as an 
external being, teaching that it is the evil  logos  within the human heart 

which is the real 'evil one'. We note how deeply the Lord's teaching is 
concerned with internal thought processes. Whatever is more than a 

simple yes -no way of speaking involves something from 'the evil one'; 

and we weasel our way with words and meanings only when we are under 
temptation to be sinful. But that is a deeply inte rnal, psychological 

situation, deep, deep within the human heart.  

5:38  You have heard that it was said: An eye for an eye and a tooth for a 
tooth -  When the Lord Jesus gave His commandments as an elaboration of 

Moses' Law, that Law was still in force. He di dn't say 'When I'm dead, this 
is how you should behave...'. He was showing us a higher level; but in the 

interim period until the Law was taken out of the way, He was opening up 
the  choice  of taking that higher level, even though making use of the 

concessi ons which Moses offered would not have been a sin during that 

period. Thus He spoke of not insisting on "an eye for an eye"; even 
though in certain rare cases the Law did allow for this. He was saying: 

'You can keep Moses' Law, and take an eye for an eye. But there is a 



higher level: to simply forgive'. And that in fact was inculcated by Moses' 

law itself.  

5:39  But I say to you: Do not resist him that is evil -  The Greek term for 
resisting evil occurs only in Eph. 6:13. We are in this life to arm ourselves 

spiritually, so that we may be able to resist in the evil day. If Paul is 
alluding to this part of the Sermon, the point would be that we are not to 

resist evil in this life, because our time to ultimately resist it will be in the 
last day. Then, along with  the Lord Himself, we will resist and overcome 

evil through the establishment of the Kingdom on earth. Rom. 13:2 is 
likely another allusion to "resist not evil" -  if we "resist" [s.w.] 

Governments whom God has put in power, then we are resisting God. 

This m eans that Paul fully understood that the 'powers that be' are indeed 
"evil", but they are not to be proactively 'resisted' by those in Christ. The 

time for that will come, but is not now. We are, however, to "resist the 
devil" (James 4:7; 1 Pet. 5:9). Sure ly "resist not evil" is in view. We are 

to resist sin within us, but not evil in its political form around us. Again, 
as so often in the Bible, we see that the focus for our spiritual struggle is 

within rather than without. As always in the Sermon, the exa mple of 
Jesus was the making of the word into flesh. James 5:6 seems to make 

this point, by pointing out that Jesus did not and in a sense does not 
resist evil done against Him: ñYou have condemned, you have murdered 

the righteous one. He doesnôt resist youò. And yet He will judge this 
behaviour -  not now, but at the last day.  

 
But whoever hits you on your right cheek -  You singular. Time and again 

the Sermon on the Mount / Plain seems to take a broad sweep in its 
record of the Lordôs teaching to us all; and then He suddenly focuses in on 

the individual. The AV brings this out well through the use of ñyouò 
(plural) and ñtheeò (singular): ñBlessed are you pooré love your 

enemiesé to him who strikes thee on the cheekéò. Note how many times 
there is this change o f pronoun in Luke 6. Clearly the Lord wants us to 

see our collective standing before Him, and yet not to overlook the purely 
personal nature of His appeal to us individually.   

 
Turn to him the other also -  The Lord was smitten on the cheek but 

enquired why He was being smitten, rather than literally turning the other 
cheek. But to do this would be so humiliating for the aggressor that it 

would be a far more effective resistance of evil than anything else. The 
power in the confrontation is now with the one wh o turns the other cheek. 

S/he is calling the shots, not the beater. The idea of not resisting evil and 
offering the other cheek (Mt. 5:39) we normally apply to suffering loss 

from the world without fighting for our rights. Yet Paul took this as 
referring t o the need to not retaliate to the harmful things done to us by 

members of the ecclesia (Rom. 12:16,17; 1 Cor. 6: 7; 1  Thess. 5:15). 



When struck on the right cheek -  which was a Semitic insult to a heretic -  

they were to not respond and open themselves up for  further insult 
[surely a lesson for those brethren who are falsely accused of wrong 

beliefs]. And yet the compassion of Jesus shines through both His 
parables and the records of His words; as does His acceptance of people 

for who they were. People were re laxed with Him because they could see 
He had no hidden agenda. He wasn't going to use them for His own power 

trip.  

5:40  And if anyone wants to sue you and take away -  A rather liberal 
translation of the single Greek word  krino . The idea is quite simply of 

judging. We can be wrongly judged by others without them taking us to 

court. The simple principle 'Do not resist wrong judgment of you' is a very 
large ask. Even in this life, truth often comes out. And if we believe in the 

ultimate justice of the final jud gment, we will not for ever be going 
around correcting others' misjudgements  and wrong impressions of us. 

That is something I have had to deeply learn in my own life.  

 
Your coat, let him also have your cloak -  It was forbidden by the Law to 

keep a manôs outer garment overnight (Ex. 22:26,27). But the Lord 
taught  whilst the law was still in operation  that we should be willing to 

give it up, and even offer it (Mt. 5:40). The threatened man could have 

quoted the Law and kept his clothing. But the Lord bids u s go to a higher 
level, beyond using Godôs law to uphold our own rights. And in this He 

raises a vital if difficult principle: Donôt always enforce what Biblical rights 
you have against your brother. Donôt rush to your own defence and 

justification even if  Scripture is on your side. Live on the level of true love 
and non - resistance to evil. In this case the idea would be that even if 

someone amongst God's people does something unBiblical to us, clearly 
breaking God's laws, we are still to not resist evil bu t rather by our grace 

to them, shame them into repentance.  

5:41  And whoever shall compel you to go one mile, go with him two -  The 

Lordôs high value of persons is reflected in how He taught His followers to 
not resist evil. A poor man had only two garments -  an outer one, and an 

inner one (Dt. 24:10 -13). Underneath that, he was naked. Yet the Lord 
taught that if you had your outer garment unjustly taken from you, then 

offer your abuser your undercloth. Offer him, in all seriousness, to take it 
off you, and le ave you standing next to him arrystarkus. This would have 

turned the table. The abuser would be the one left ashamed, as he surely 
wouldnôt do this. And thus the dignity of the abused person was left intact 

at the end . This was the Lordôs desire. Likewise, Roman soldiers were 
allowed to impress a Jew to carry their pack for a mile, but they were 

liable to punishment if they made him carry it two miles. To offer to carry 
it the second mile would almost always be turned down by the abusive 

soldier. And again,  at the end of the exchange, he would be the one 



humiliated, and the Lordôs follower, even though abused, would remain 

with head up and dignity intact.  

5:42  Give to the one who begs from you, and do not refuse the one who 
would -  Luke says that the Lord tau ght that we should ñgive, and it shall 

be given unto you; good measure, pressed down, shaken together, 
running over, shall they give into your bosom. For with what measure ye 

mete it shall be measured to you againò (Lk. 6:38). We might have 
expected Him to  say: óGive generously, with a good, running over 

measure, and this is what you will receive in returnô. But He doesnôt. He 
says simply ñGiveò; and then we will be given to in a generous measure, 

because with what measure we use in our giving, we will rece ive. 

Thinking it through, He means surely that ñgivingò, by His definition, 
means a generous, well packed, abundant giving; for that  is Christian 

giving. And note that the context of Lk. 6:38 is the Lord talking about not 
being critical and judgmental of o thers, but rather forgiving and accepting 

them. It is our 'giving' in this sense which is to be so full and generous. 
Only Godôs grace / giving can inspire this attitude within us, as we live 

hemmed in by the people of a materialistic, mean world, where no body 
takes up a cross for anyone else. This is why Paul makes a play on the 

word ógraceô when writing to the Corinthians about giving; for charis , 
ñgraceò, means ógivingô. He urges them to not receive Godôs grace in vain, 

but rather, motivated by it, to gi ve grace to others (2 Cor. 6:1; 
8:6,7,19).   

 
Borrow from you -  The Greek strictly means to borrow for interest. Seeing 

this was illegal under the Law of Moses, the Lord is saying that we should 
just lend -  but not for interest. We would all soon bankrupt if we read this 

as it stands in many English translations. Or it could be that the Lord was 
aware that He was talking to extremely poor people who had so little to 

lend that it was not as hard for them to take Him seriously on this point 
as it is for those wh o have so much more.  

 
According to Lukeôs record here, the Lord taught that we must love our 

enemies ñand lend [in whatever way] never despairingò (Lk. 6:35 RV). 
The Lord sought to inculcate in His followers His same positive spirit. To 

never give up with people, for all the losses, the casualties, the hurté 
never despairing of humanity. This was and is the spirit of Jesus.  

5:43  You have heard that it was said: You shall love your neighbour and 

hate your enemy -  The Lord's attitude to the Essenes is a case s tudy in 
bridge building -  developing what we have in common with our target 

audience, and yet through that commonality addressing the issues over 

which we differ. The Dead Sea scrolls reveal that the terms ""poor in 
spirit" and "poor" are technical terms us ed only by the Essenes to 

describe themselves". So when the Lord encouraged us to be "poor in 



spirit" (Mt. 5:3), He was commending the Essene position. Likewise when 

He praised those who were eunuchs for God's Kingdom (Mt. 19:10 -12), 
He was alluding to the  Essenes, who were the only celibate group in 1st 

century Israel. And yet lepers were anathema to the Essenes, and the 
Lord's staying in the home of Simon the leper (Mk. 14:3) was a 

purposeful affront to Essene thinking. The parable of the Good Samaritan 
has been seen as another purposeful attack upon them; likewise the 

Lord's teaching: "You have heard that it was said, You shall love your 
neighbour and hate your enemy" (Mt. 5:43). It was the Essenes in 

their  Rule Of The Community  who taught that Essenes mu st yearly chant 
curses upon their enemies. So the Lord even within Matthew 5, and 

certainly within His teaching as a whole, both commended and challenged 
the Essenes; His bridge building didn't involve just accepting their 

position.  

5:44  But I say to you: Love your enemies and pray for them that 

persecute you -  Praying for our enemies and abusers, not wishing a curse 
upon them but rather a blessing, sounds like Job (Mt. 5:44 = Job 31:30). 

'Blessing' has Biblical connection with the ideas of forgiveness and 
salvation. There would be no point in praying for forgiveness for the 

obviously impenitent unless God might actually grant it. This opens huge 
possibilities and potentials to us. God is willing to forgive people for the 

sake of the prayers and efforts of ot hers (Mk. 2:5). Jesus isn't simply 
telling us to vaguely pray for our enemies because it is psychologically 

good for us and eases our pain a bit. Genuine prayer for abusers really 
has the possibility of being heard -  for God is willing to save people for th e 

sake of our prayers. Otherwise, this exhortation to do good to abusers 

through praying for their blessing would be rather meaningless. 'Cursing' 
likewise tended to carry the sense of 'May you be condemned at the day 

of judgment'. Those who condemn others  will be condemned (Mt. 7:1 
etc.) -  and yet we can pray for their blessing. It is perhaps only our 

prayers and desire for their salvation which can over - ride the otherwise 
certain connection between condemning others and being condemned. 

This gives those co ndemned and abused by others so much work to do. In 
fact, so amazing are the possibilities that that alone is therapeutic. Moses' 

praying for Pharaoh in Ex. 9:28,29 is perhaps the Old Testament source 
of Christ's words. Let's not read those records as impl ying that Moses 

simply uttered a few words to God, and then each of the plagues was 
lifted. There was an element of real fervency in Moses' prayers -  which 

may well be lacking in ours. This is surely an example of genuinely 
praying for our enemies.  

 
Curse [ condemn]... hate... despitefully use [slander]... persecute [chase 

out -  excommunicate]  the terms used here are very applicable to attitudes 
from some members of God's people to others -  first century Israel, in the 

first context, and the Christian church i n the longer term context. The 



language is not to applicable to persecution at the hands of the 

unbelieving world. Likewise the commands to pray for spiritual blessing 
and acceptance of our abusers is surely more appropriate to prayers for 

those who are bi tter misbelievers than for complete unbelievers who 
profess no desire to please God.  

5:45 See on 6:26.  

That you might be sons of your Father who is in heaven -  Jesus juxtaposed 
ideas in a radical way. He spoke of drinking His blood; and of a Samaritan 

who w as good, a spiritual hero. It was impossible for Jews to associate 
the term 'Samaritan' and the concept of being spiritually an example. And 

so the stark, radical challenge of the Lord's words must be allowed to 

come down into the 21st century too. Lk. 6:3 5 has Jesus speaking of 
"children of the Most High" and yet Mt. 5:45 has "children of your father". 

What did Jesus actually say? Perhaps: "Children of  abba , daddy, the Most 
High". He juxtaposed His shocking idea of  abba  with the exalted title "the 

Most Hig h". The Most High was in fact as close as  abba , daddy, father.    

 
For He makes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on 

the just and the unjust -  God consciously makes the sun rise each day -  it 
isn't part of a kind of perpetual motion mac hine. Hence the force of His 

promises in the prophets that in the same way as He consciously 

maintains the solar system, so He will maintain His Israel. Ps. 104 is full 
of such examples: "He waters the hills... causes the grass to grow... 

makes darkness (c onsciously, each night)... the young lions... seek their 
meat from God... send forth Your Spirit (Angel), they are created" (not 

just by the reproductive system). There are important implications 
following from these ideas with regard to our faith in praye r. It seems to 

me that our belief that the world is going on inevitably by clockwork is 
one of the things which militates against faith. To give a simple example: 

we may need to catch a certain train which is to leave at 9 a.m. We wake 
up late at 8:30 a.m.  and find it hard to have faith in our (all too hasty) 

prayer that we will get it, because we are accustomed to trains leaving on 
time. But if we have the necessary faith to believe that each individual 

action in life is the work of God, then it is not so hard to believe that God 
will make the action of that train leaving occur at 9:30 a.m. rather than at 

9 a.m. when He normally makes it leave. The whole of creation keeps on 

going as a result of God having a heart that bleeds for people. ñIf he 
causes his h eart to return unto himselfò, the whole of creation would 

simply cease (Job 34:14 RVmg.). His spirit is His heart and mind, as well 
as physical power. Creation is kept going not by clockwork, but by the 

conscious outpouring of His Spirit toward  us. In time s of depression we 
need to remember this; that the very fact the world is still going, the 

planet still moves, atoms stay in their place and all matter still existsé is 
proof that the God who has a heart that bleeds for us is still there, with 

His heart go ing out to us His creation. And the spirit of the Father must be 



in us His children.  

Just because the Father gives His sun and rain to all without 
discrimination, we likewise should love our enemies (Mt. 5:43 -45). This is 

the imperative of creation. We not ed on 5:44 that our prayer and 
goodness to our enemies is in order to lead them to repentance and 

salvation. This is surely one motive behind the way God sends rain and 
sunshine upon the evil as well as the good. His goodness to them is 

intended to lead th em to repentance. Only at the day of judgment will He 
execute judgment against them, and that is to be our perspective too. 

See on 5:39  resist not evil .  

5:46  For  if you love them that love you -  We tend to love in response to 

others' love. But the love whic h the Lord has in mind is the love which is 
an act of the will, consciously effected towards the  un loving.   

 

What reward have you? -  The idea is of wages. Whilst salvation itself is a 
free gift, in contrast to the wages paid by sin, this is not to say that there 

will not be some element of reward / wages / eternal recognition of our 
spiritual achievements in this life. The preceding verses have spoken of 

prayer and blessing for our abusers. This kind of attitude will be eternally 
rewarded. Not least if we se e those we prayed for, those we blessed and 

forgave without their repentance, eternally with us in God's Kingdom. The 

final judgment will be of our works, not because works justify us, but 
because our use of the freedom we have had and exercised in our liv es is 

the basis of the future reward we will be given. Salvation itself is not on 
the basis of our works (Rom. 11:6; Gal. 2:16; Tit. 3:5); indeed, the  free 

gift  of salvation by pure grace is contrasted with the  wages paid by sin 
(Rom. 4:4; 6:23). And yet a t the judgment, the preacher 

receives  wages  for what he did (Jn. 4:36), the labourers receive  hire  (s.w. 
wages) for their work in the vineyard (Mt. 20:8; 1 Cor. 3:8). There is 

a reward  (s.w. wages) for those who rise to the level of loving the totally 
unre sponsive (Mt. 5:46), or preaching in situations quite against their 

natural inclination (1 Cor. 9:18).  Salvation  itself isn't given on this basis 
of works; but the nature of our eternal existence in the Kingdom will be a 

reflection of our use of the gift o f freedom in this life. In that sense the 
judgment will be of our works.  

Lk. 6:32 speaks of us having ñthanksò. The Greek for "thank" in Lk. 6:32 
is 'charis', normally translated "grace", and often connected with the help 

of the Spirit which is given to us  in response to our own efforts. Taking 
responsibility for others is often thankless. Our human dysfunction cries 

out for recognition and affirmation, and we tend not to do those things for 
which we are not thanked. This is one of the most radical aspects of our 

calling as followers of Christ -  to serve without being thanked. Belief in 
Godôs judgment helps us with this. For all our works will be rewarded in 

some sense by Him at the last day. If we love those that love us, we have 



no ñthankò-  but we will have  ñthankò, or ñpraise of Godò ultimately. And 

this is what ultimately matters.  

 
Even the tax collectors do the same -  As demonstrated by the account of 

Zacchaeus, these were the most friendless people in society. Rejected by 
family, they were unloved by abou t everyone. The only person who would 

salute / greet them was a fellow publican (:47). The implication is that 
publicans [tax collectors] were loved only by themselves. Loving those 

who love us is little better than the selfish self - love of the lonely publ ican. 
Matthew was a publican and he surely had himself very much in view as 

he recounted this teaching of the Lord.  

5:47  And if you greet your brothers only, what do you more than they. 

The tax collectors do likewise -  "More" is, Gk., 'to super -abound'. Thi s is a 
word characteristic of the new life in Christ. As God makes His 

grace  abound  to us,  we  are to  abound  to every good work (2 Cor. 9:8). 
We are to óaboundô in love to each other, as God abounds to us (1 Thess. 

3:12). This is why there will never be a g rudging spirit in those who serve 
properly motivated by Godôs abundance to us. This super-abounding 

quality in our kindness, generosity, forgiveness etc. is a feature lacking in 
the unbelievers around us. If we salute our brethren only, then we do not 

supe r-abound (Mt. 5:47); if we love as the world loves its own, then we 

have missed the special quality of love which the Father and Son speak of 
and exemplify. This radical generosity of spirit to others is something 

which will mark us apart from this world.  

5:48 See on 5:7.  
You therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect -  We are 

either seen as absolutely perfect, or totally wicked, due to God's 
imputation of righteousness or evil to us (Ps. 37:37). There is no third 

way. The pure in heart se e God, their righteousness (to God) exceeds 
that of the Pharisees, no part of their body offends them or they pluck it 

out; they are perfect as their Father is (Mt. 5:8,20,29,48). Every one of 

the faithful will have a body even now completely full of light , with no part 
dark (Lk. 11:36); we will walk, even as the Lord walked (1 Jn. 2:6). 

These impossible standards were surely designed by the Lord to force us 
towards a real faith in the imputed righteousness which we can glory in; 

that the Father really does  see us as this righteous. Men have risen up to 
this. David at the end of his life could say that he was upright and had 

kept himself from his iniquity (2 Sam. 22:21 -24). He could only say this 
by a clear understanding of the concept of imputed righteousne ss. Paul's 

claim to have always lived in a pure conscience must be seen in the same 
way.  

God makes concessions to human weakness; He sets an ideal standard, 
but will accept us achieving a lower level. "Be ye therefore 

perfect,  as your Father in heaven is p erfect" (Mt. 5:48) is proof enough of 



this. The standard is clear: absolute perfection. But our lower attainment 

is accepted, by grace. If God accepts our obvious failure to attain an ideal 
standard, we should be inspired to accept this in others. Daily Is rael were 

taught this; for they were to offer totally unblemished animals. And yet 
there was no totally unblemished animal. We need to recognize that God 

sets an ultimately high standard, but is prepared to accept our 
achievement of a lower standard -  i.e. God makes concessions. We all 

disobey the same commandments of Christ day by day and hour by hour. 
Yet we have a firm hope in salvation. Therefore obedience to 

commandments is not the only necessity for salvation. "Be ye therefore 
perfect, even as your Fat her which is in Heaven is perfect" (Mt. 5:48) 

goes unfulfilled by each of us -  as far as our own obedience is concerned. 
It is possible to disobey Christ's commandments every day and be saved. 

If this statement is false, then salvation is only possible is w e attain God's 
moral perfection, which is impossible. If disobedience to Christ's 

commands is tolerable by God (on account of our faith in the atonement), 

how can  we  decide  which  of those commandments we will tolerate being 
broken by our brethren, and whic h of them we will disfellowship for? If we 

cannot recognize degrees of sin, it is difficult to pronounce some 
commands to be more important than others.  

 

There are times when Paul's inspired commentary opens up some of the 
Lord's more difficult sayings. On  "Be you therefore perfect", Paul's 

comment is: "Be perfected" (2 Cor. 13:11). This is quite different to how 
many may take it -  'Let God perfect you' is the message. Relatively late in 

his career Paul could comment: ñNot that I have already obtained, or am 

already made perfectò (Phil. 3:12), alluding to the Lordôs bidding to be 
perfect as our Father is (Mt. 5:48). Through this allusion to the Gospels, 

Paul is showing his own admission of failure to live up to the standard set. 
And yet we must compare ñNot as though I had already attained, either 

were already perfect" with ñLet us therefore, as many as be perfectéò 
(Phil. 3:12,15). In 1 Cor. 13:10, he considers he is óperfectô, and has put 

away the things of childhood. Thus he saw his spiritual maturity only on 
account of his being in Christ; for he himself was not ñalready perfectò, he 

admitted.  
Lukeôs account has "be merciful, as your Father also is merciful" (Lk. 

6:36). Quite simply, who God is should inspire us to be like Him; to copy 
His characteristics [ the things of His Name] in our personalities. We must 

be "perfect" as our Father is; "be ye holy", because He is holy (1 Pet. 
1:14 -16); "kind one to another, tender hearted, forgiving one another, 

even as God forgaveé be ye therefore followers of God, as dear children" 

(Eph. 4:32; 5:1); "merciful, as your Father also is merciful" (Lk. 6:36). 
Prov. 19:11RV uses language frequently applied to Yahweh Himself and 

applies it to the wise man: "The discretion of a man maketh him slow to 
anger; and it is his glory to pass over a transgression". And thus Phinehas 

was commended for being "jealous with my jealousy" (Num. 25:11 RV) -  



his emotion at that time was a mirror of that of God Himself. Not only was 

language re - interpreted by the Christians. Whole concepts were 
reoriented. Holiness in the sense of separation from the unclean had been 

a major theme in the Mosaic Law, and it figured largely in the theology of 
the Pharisees. But the Lord quoted ñBe holy because I, Yahweh your God 

am holyò (Lev. 19:2) as ñBe ye therefore merciful, even as your father in 
heaven is mercifulò (Lk. 6:36). To be merciful to those who sin is now the 

true holiness -  not merely separation from them and condemnation of 
their ways. Note, too, how He invites us to interpret the Yahweh as 

ñfatherò, rather than transliterating the Name.  

The Lordôs manifesto as recorded in the Sermon on the Mount was 

structured and set up by Him in some ways as a ónew lawô as opposed to 
the old law of Moses. And yet His law likewise proves impossible to keep. 

We canno t be perfect as our Father is. To a man and to a woman, we 
would admit that we cannot fully forgive our enemies from our hearts. 

And so, according to the Lordôs law, we each stand unforgiven. We are to 
sell all that we have and give to the poor, or risk fo rfeiting the Kingdom 

because of our love of this worldôs goods (Mk. 10:17-22). An angry 
thought is murder, a passing lustful look becomes adultery -  all mortal 

sins, which catch each of us within their net. Why was this? Surely yet 
again, the Lord wished to  convict us of our guilt before Him, our 

inabilities, our desperationé so that we could come to appreciate the 
wonder of His character and His saving grace. For He was the one and 

only embodiment of His own teaching, to the point that the person who 
fulfil led all His teaching was in fact He Himself -  and no other man. In 

knowing Him, we thus know our own desperation, and yet we likewise 

know -  because we know Him -  the certainty of our salvation by grace. 
Further, it becomes apparent that the Lord accepted wit h open arms 

those who were so very far from the ideals He laid down in the Sermon on 
the Mount. He convicted them of their guilt in such a way that with joy 

and peace they ran to His grace.  

  

  



 

CHAPTER 6 
6:1  Take heed you do not do your good deeds -  Gk. 'to hold the mind 

towards'. Again and again, the Lord's emphasis is upon the innermost 
functioning of the mind and thought processes. For to be spiritually 

minded is the essence of Christianity.   

 

Before men, to be seen by them -  The same Greek phrase is us ed in Mt. 
23:5 about the Pharisees doing all their works motivated by this desire to 

be seen of men. What we do  unseen  by men is therefore the litmus test 
of our love and Christianity. We should almost have an obsession about 

doing good works unseen by men -  we must "take heed", consciously set 
our mind, to do unseen acts of kindness to others. Because the "reward", 

the nature of our eternity, will depend on these things.  

 

Else you have no reward with your Father who is in heaven -  Salvation is 
by grace, but the 'reward' will be in terms of how the  nature  of our 

eternal existence reflects good things done in this life. The Greek word for 
'reward' is quite common in the Sermon, and the first usage of it suggests 

that the reward is given in Heaven right now (Mt.  5:12 "great  is your 
reward in Heaven", s.w. Jn. 4:36 "he that reaps receives wages / reward, 

and gathers fruit unto life eternal"; Mt. 5:46; 6:1,2,5,16). Yet the Lord 
comes from Heaven to give us the rewards after we have been 

resurrected at the last day (Mt. 20:8; Rev. 11:18; 22:12). So if we will be 
given an eternal reward for our works, it follows that there is a 

recompense for us noted in the books of Heaven at the very point we do 

the good deed. But there will be no such recompense for things which ar e 
openly seen of men, or anything which is consciously done so as to be 

seen by men. In the reality of life, the hardest thing about good deeds is 
when we sense nobody appreciates us, that we are holding the fort alone, 

that we have no recognition. On one hand, recognition for labour is 
hugely important to our basic psychological makeup -  and employers have 

all come to realize that. It is only by appreciating the principle of eternal 
blessing for being  unrecognized  that we can live the way Jesus asks of us. 

It is my observation in the life of believers that often the Lord's most 
zealous servants are marginalized, falsely accused, rejected from 

churches etc. The Lord's teaching here makes perfect sense of that 
phenomenon. He wants them to continue their servic e in a way which will 

be eternally recognized, and He wants to ensure their motives for their 
good works are not in order to be seen of men. Therefore He allows them 

to be marginalized. So that their works may be totally sincere, and 

receive an eternal rec ognition. It is also the case that when serving 
others, we reflect that nobody realized all the host of planning and 

frustrations which went into one good deed. A plan to visit someone in 



hospital may involve struggles with public transport, getting lost o n the 

way, forgetting our telephone, being late home which meant we missed 
something important... and so forth. It is all those good deeds which 

others don't see. They 'see' only that we spent 15 minutes in a hospital 
visiting someone. But those other comp onents to the good deed of the 15 

minutes are all carefully logged with the Lord.  

6:2  When therefore you do alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as 
the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets -  The reference 

may be to the bronze collection 't rumpet' into which the wealthy loudly 
poured large numbers of pennies. Remember that Jesus was addressing 

His sermon to the illiterate and desperately poor. There was little 

likelihood they would ever do this. So we are to understand the Lord as 
making a w arning out of those wealthy people -  to all of us, in whatever 

context, great or small, to not advertise our kindnesses, and to not be 
motivated to it by the thought of what others would think of it.  

 

That they may have glory from men  -  Perhaps the emphasis  is upon 
"they". Our good works are to be so that "men" give glory to  God  (Mt. 

5:16). To have any intention of attracting glory to ourselves is therefore 
to play God. For all glory is to go to Him.   

 
Truly I say to you, they have received their reward -  The  Greek translated 

"have" means both to receive fully, and intransitively, 'to keep away'. 
They get their full reward now, so they are keeping themselves away from 

any future reward at the last day. According to the allusion here in 1 Tim. 
4:8, the implicat ion is that we aren't to take Mt. 6:2,3 ("they have their 

reward") as implying that we have  no  reward in this life. We do (cp. Mt. 
19:29).  

6:3  But when you do alms -  The Lord Jesus was addressing the very 
poorest in society. And yet He assumed they would do  some good and 

show some generosity to others. We can too easily dismiss Bible teaching 
about generosity and assume it applies to the rich, or at least, not to me. 

Yet the Lord's implication is that every single person can give and be 
generous in some way.  The Lord speaks here of " when " you give, rather 

than  if  you give. He took giving to others in need as being a basic, 
intrinsic part of life in Him.  

 
Do not let your left hand know what your right hand does -  There had 

developed a strong Jewish tradition th at the right hand side of a man was 
his spiritual side, and the left hand side was the equivalent of the New 

Testament 'devil'. The Lord Jesus referred to this understanding when He 
warned: "Let not thy left hand know what thy right hand doeth" (Mt. 



6:3) -  implying that the good deeds of the spiritual man would be misused 

by the 'devil', e.g. in using them as grounds for spiritual pride.  

The idea perhaps is that our good deeds should not be done consciously, 
we hardly know ourselves that we are doing them. The Lord taught just 

the same when He portrayed the faithful at the last day almost arguing 
back with their Lord before His judgment seat, totally denying they had 

done the good deeds which He was now rewarding them for ("when did 
we see You...", Mt. 25:39 ).  

6:4  That your alms may be in secret, and your Father who sees in secret 
shall reward you -  as if God is especially manifest in Christ when we stand 

before him in judgment to receive our rewards openly. Our prayers ñin 
secretò will be órewardedô ñopenlyò; but the language of óopen rewardô is 

used by the Lord in reference to the judgment: ñFor the son of man shall 
come in the glory of his father with his angels; and then he shall reward 

[s.w.] every manò (Mt. 16:27). In that day the workers will be órewardedô 
for their work (s.w. Mt. 20:8; Rom. 2:6; 2 Tim. 4:8; Rev. 22:12); yet Mt. 

6:4 -6 says they will be rewarded for their prayers. Prayer will only 
ultimately be answered when the Lord returns; hence Mt. 6:4 -6 leads on 

to the Lordôs prayer, with its emphasis upon requesting the coming of the 
Kingdom, forgiveness etc. rather than petty human requests. Here again 

we see a connection between prayer and the final judgment.  

Giving alms should be so secret, according to our suggestion on 6:3, that 

we ourselves are not even fully conscious of them. There is repeated 
emphasis that what is in secret, concealed from view, will be openly 

rewarded (Mt. 6:6,18; Lk. 12:2). The day of judgment will be a judging of 
the secret things (Rom. 2:16; 1 Cor. 4:5). Absolutely nothing  that is now 

hid shall not then be made open -  this is a considerable theme in the 
Lord's teaching (Mt. 10:26; Mk. 4:22; Lk. 8:17; 12:2). The Lord's own 

journey to die at Jerusalem was done 'in secret' -  as so often, He spoke 
His teaching to Himself (Jn. 7:1 0). The need for a sense of significance, 

reward and recognition to be attached to our works is basic to the 

structure of human personality. We're not asked to deny this, to live as if 
we are more or less than human. We're asked instead to realize that the  

day for that shall come, but it is not now, nor are we to seek it now from 
the eyes of men.  

 

The public dimension to the judgment process [AV "openly"] will mean 
that somehow in a moment we will know 'the secret things' of each other. 

Only with that basis  of understanding could believers who appear to differ 
in this life live eternally together.  

6:5  And when you pray, you shall not be as the hypocrites. For they love 
to stand and pray in the synagogues and in the corners of the streets, 

that they may be se en by men. Truly I say to you, they have received 



their reward -  The same Greek word for "seen of men" occurs in 6:16,18 

(AV "to appear"). Doing spiritual things for the sake of external 
appearance was clearly a particular concern of the Lord Jesus. Church life 

inevitably leads to temptations in this area -  mixing with the same people 
regularly, with families intermarrying over the years, appearance 

becomes a great temptation. But having this as a motivation for any act 
of spirituality is so abhorrent to the Lord.  

6:6  But you, when you pray, enter into your room and shut your door, 

pray to your Father who is unseen -  The Lord taught the intensity of the 
life He required by taking Old Testament passages which refer to the 

crisis of the last days, and applying th em to the daily life of His people. 

Take Is. 26:20, which speaks of how in the final tribulation, Godôs people 
will shut the doors around them and pray. The Lord applies this to the 

daily, regular prayer of His people -  we are to pray in secret, in our room , 
with doors closed (Mt. 6:6) -  clearly an allusion to the Isaiah passage. In 

the time of Elisha we read that when a problem arose, the people 
concerned went indoors and shut the door. Going inside and shutting the 

door is associated with prayer, both by th e Lord (Mt. 6:6) and Elisha 
himself (2 Kings 4:33). The other instances of shutting the door donôt 

involve prayer, but they involve obediently doing something in faith -  the 
woman shut the door upon her sons and poured out the oil in faith; she 

shut the doo r upon her sick son (2 Kings 4:5,21). Perhaps the implication 
is that what she did in faith and hope was read by God as prayer, even 

though she didnôt apparently verbalize anything.  The widow woman shut 
the door and started to pour out the oil into the ve ssels (2 Kings 4:5); the 

way the Lord alludes to this implies that she prayed before she started 

pouring, and yet she was sure already that it would happen (Mt. 6:6). 
This should inspire a spirit of soberness in our prayers.  

 

And your Father who sees in se cret shall reward you -  We should be 
saying and expressing things to God which are our most intense, 

essential, personal feelings. We cannot, therefore, easily use trite, stock 
phrases in our personal prayers. Note the grammatically needless 

repetition of t he personal pronoun in Mt. 6:6: "You, when  you  pray, enter 
into  your  closet, and when  you  have shut  your  door, pray to  your  Father, 

which is in secret; and  your  Father  who sees in secret shall 

reward  you  openly". Likewise when reading the Psalms, especiall y 71, 
note how many times David addresses God with the personal pronoun: 

thee, thy, thoué it really is a personal relationship. 

6:7  And in praying do not use vain repetitions, as the Gentiles do, for 
they think that they shall be heard for their much speak ing -  We will not 

use "vain repetitions" (Mt. 6:7); the Greek means literally 'to stutter / 
stammer with the  logos '. We know what the man with a chronic stammer 

is trying to say before he actually finishes saying it. To hear him saying 



the same syllables ag ain and again is a frustration for us. It's a telling 

way of putting it. God knows our need before we ask (Mt. 6:8). Say it, if 
we have to be explicit, and mean what we ask. And leave it there. 'Don't 

keep stammering on in your prayers' is to be connected with what comes 
a bit later: "Take no thought, saying, What shall we eat? Or, What shall 

we drink? Or, Wherewithal shall we be clothed? (For after all these things 
do the Gentiles seek)... but seek (i.e. pray for, Is. 55:16) the Kingdom of 

God, and His (im puted) righteousness; and all these things shall be added 
unto you" (Mt. 6:31 -33). We are not merely to believe that what we ask 

for we will receive. Note how again the word  logos  occurs; we commented 
several times in chapter 5 that this is a core idea in the Sermon. Our 

innermost thought and intention is of the essence.  

6:8  Therefore, do not be like them! Even before you ask Him, your Father 

knows -  This gives a profound insight into the purpose of prayer. Prayer is 
not in order to inform God of human need . He knows all things, and He 

knows every human need. So if prayer is not in order to inform God of 
anything, what is it for? Ultimately, it is for our benefit. Keeping on and 

on repeating our perceived needs, repeating them vainly, as if we are 
endlessly stuttering, is actually a form of selfishness. Prayer is to be 

about dialogue with God, sharing life with Him, confession, sharing 
thoughts. An analysis of David's prayers as recorded in the book of 

Psalms shows that only about 5% of the verses are request s for anything 
material. The rest is simply talking with God. The idea of prayer as a 

mindless repetition of specific needs, in the belief that the more times we 
state them, the more likely God is to respond -  is the very opposite of the 

kind of prayer whic h God intends. The Lord's model prayer which He goes 

on to give features only one request for anything material -  and that is 
simply a request that God gives us enough food for today.  

The Kingdom prophecy that ñBefore they call, I will answer; and while 

the y are yet speaking, I will hear" (Is. 65:24) is applied to us  now  (Mt. 
6:8) -  as if answered prayer is a foretaste of the Kingdom life.  

 
What things you need -  The hope of the future Kingdom means that we 

will not now be materialistic. It will give us streng th against materialism. 
And the model prayer was given by Jesus in the context of His comment 

on how some tend to always be asking God for material things. The Lord 
teaches that the paramount thing we should request is the coming of the 

Kingdom, and our fo rgiveness so that we might partake in it.  This  is the 
request we should be making -  for "Your Father knoweth what things ye 

have need ofé after this  manner therefore pray yeé" (Mt. 6:9,10). Later 
in Mt. 6 the Lord repeats the same words: "Your heavenly Fath er  knoweth 

that ye have need of all these things é seek ye first his Kingdom" (Mt. 
6:32 -34 RV). The structure of the Lord's prayer reflects this -  for the first 

and only request in it is a seeking for the coming of His Kingdom. The RV 



of Heb. 10:34,35 brings  out well the same theme: " Ye took joyfully the 

spoiling of your  possessions , knowing that ye have your own selves for a 
better  possession " (RVmg). Having warned against materialism, the Lord 

bids His men to ñrather seek ye the Kingdom of God... it is your Fatherôs 
good pleasure to give you the Kingdomò (Lk. 9:31,32) in the place of 

seeking for material things. The more we grasp that it really is Godôs will 
that we will be there, the more strength we will have to resist seeking for 

material things in this life. By being sure that we will be there, the 
Kingdom becomes our treasure, where our heart is, rather than any 

material treasure in this life (Lk. 9:34).  

  

6:9  In this manner you should pray -  The model prayer given by the Lord 

can of course be used just as it is. But itôs worth noting that the Lordôs 
own subsequent prayers, and some of Paul, repeated the essence of some 

of the phrases in it, but in different words. This may be a useful pattern 
for us in learning how to formulate prayers. The prayer of Jes us in Jn. 17 

is in some ways an expanded restatement of the model prayer. In it, the 
Lord asks for the Fatherôs Name to be hallowed or glorified (Jn. 

17:1,11,12); for His work or will to be done or finished (Jn. 17:4); for 
deliverance from the evil one (Jn . 17:15). The prayer of Jn. 17 can be 

divided into three units of about the same length (Jn. 17:1 -8; 9 -19; 20 -

26). Each has the theme of glory, of directly addressing the Father, and of 
the needs of Godôs people-  all clearly taken from the model prayer.  

 

Our Father -  The model prayer begins with the words "Our Father". 
Straight away we are bidden remember that no man is an island; the Lord 

intended us to be aware of the entire community of believers in our 
private prayers. "Give us this day  our  daily bread"  may appear hard for 

comfortably off Christians to pray -  until they grasp that they are praying 
for "our" daily bread, not "my" daily bread. There are so many in the 

brotherhood for whom having daily bread is indeed a constantly uncertain 

question. We shou ld be aware of the whole brotherhood; and pray that 
"we" will be given our bread for today.   

 

Who is in Heaven -  A feature of Biblical prayers is the way they start with 
some reference to God, often involving several clauses. We are to firstly 

visualize Him  there. This is to be connected with the idea of lifting the 
eyes to Heaven at the start of a prayer (Ps. 121:1; 123:1; Ez. 23:27; 

Dan. 4:34; Lk. 16:23; 18:13; Jn. 11:41; 17:1). "God  is in Heaven , and 
thou upon earth; therefore let thy words be few (more o ften translated 

"little")" (Ecc. 5:2). Ezra, Nehemiah and Solomon all start their major 

prayers with a reference to the fact that God really  is there in Heaven. 
The fact that God is a material, corporeal being is vital here. The very fact 

God has a spatial  location, in Heaven, with Christ at His right hand, 



indicates of itself that God is a physical rather than purely spiritual being. 

The fact Christ really is there, seated at God's right hand interceding for 
us, was a concept which filled Paul's thinking ( Rom. 8:34; Eph. 1:20; Col. 

3:1; Heb. 1:3,13; 8:1; 10:12; 12:2 cp. 1 Pet. 3:22). This teaching about 
our having a  Heavenly  Father may appear quite painless to accept; but it 

was radical, demanding stuff in the first century. The family then was ñthe 
central ly located institution maintaining societal existenceé it [was] the 

primary focus of personal loyalty and it [held] supreme sway over 
individual lifeò. ñOur father, who is in Heaven ò was a prayer hard to pray 

if one really accepted the full import of the w ords; every bit as much as it 
is today. The idea of belonging to another family, of which the invisible 

Lord Jesus in Heaven was the head, belonging to a new society of world -
wide brothers and sisters, where the Lord from Heaven held ñsupreme 

sway over ind ividual lifeò, was radical indeed. It took huge commitment 
and a deep faith in this invisible head of the new family to step out from 

ones existing family. And the call of Christ is no less radical today. The 

social circle at uni, the guys at work, our unb elieving  family membersé 
now all take a radical second place to our precious family in Christ. And 

yet we so easily abuse or disregard the importance of our spiritual family; 
we too easily exclude them, wonôt meet with them, canôt be bothered 

about them.    

Let Your Name be glorified -  ñHallowed / sanctified be Your name" uses an 
aorist tense which implies that it will be accomplished as a one - time act; 

at the coming of the Lord. Indeed, the aorist tenses in the Lord's model 
prayer are arresting; each phrase  of the prayer asks for something to be 

done in a one - time sense. This alone suggests an intended 'answer' in 

terms of the final establishment of the Kingdom. ñHallowed be Your 
Nameò was actually one of the Eighteen Benedictions used by most Jews 

at the ti me. This common phrase was consciously seen as a reference to 
the YHWH Name (Hal Taussig,  Jesus Before God: The Prayer Life of the 

Historical Jesus  (Santa Rosa, CA: The Polebridge Press, 1999) p. 76). But 
the Lord purposefully juxtaposes  Abba, ñFatherò, with that phrase. This 

Aramaic, non -Hebrew, familiar word, an equivalent of ñDaddy!ò, is placed 
by the Lord next to Judaismôs most well -known  and frequently used 

blessing of the YHWH Name. By doing so, He was making the Name even 
more hallowed and glorious -  by showing that the essence of that Name 

speaks of familiar family relationship with us, and is no longer the 
carefully guarded preserve of Hebrew people, thought, culture and 

language.  

The Lord prayed this in Gethsemane; and it took Him so long to say the se 

words that the disciples fell asleep.  

6:10  Your Kingdom come -  Greek scholars have pointed out that some 
phrases in the Lord's prayer show a remarkable lack of etiquette and the 

usual language of petition to a superior; literally, the text reads: "Come 



Your Kingdom, done Your willò. Is this part of the "boldness" in 

approaching God which the NT speaks of? That God should encourage us 
in this (although He also encourages us in reverential fear of Him) reflects 

something of His humility. The Kingdom of God refers to that over which 
God reigns. We are ña colony of Heavenò in our response to His principles 

(Phil. 3:20 Moffat). We are to pray for His Kingdom to come, so that His 
will may be done on earth (Mt. 6:10). The Kingdom and the doing of His 

will are the refore paralleled. His Kingdom reigns over all in Heaven, for 
there, all the Angels are obedient to Him (Ps. 103:19 -21). By praying for 

the Kingdom to come on earth we are not only praying for the Lordôs 
second coming, but for the progress of the Gospel wo rld -wide right now. 

Not only that more men and women will hear it and respond, but that 
those who have accepted it might work Godôs will rather than their own to 

an ever greater extent. Whether or not we can physically spread the 
Gospel is in this sense ir relevant; our prayer should be, first and foremost 

if the pattern of the Lordôs prayer is to be taken exactly, for the triumph 

of the Gospel world -wide. It has been pointed out by Philip Yancey that 
"Thy Kingdom come!" was violently in conflict with the Ro man view that 

the lives of a subject people like Israel belonged to Caesar's kingdom.  

 "'Your kingdom come!' is therefore a word of defiance; to pray it is a 
subversive activity. This is also how the authorities understand the 

ministry of Jesus: it is subv ersive and not to be tolerated" (Philip 
Yancey,  The Jesus I Never Knew  (Harper Collins, 1998). The 

word  basileia  translated ñKingdomò definitely brought to mind the imperial 
reign or empire of Rome. Thus Hal Taussig comments: ñWhenever anyone 

in Jesusô time used the term ñbasileiaò, the first thing people thought of 

was the Roman ñkingdomò or ñempireò. That is, ñbasileiaò really meant 
ñRoman empireò to most people who heard ité It was to many ears a 

direct insult to the Roman empire. Uttered in the presence  of Roman 
soldiers, such a prayer could have gotten [a person] in immediate 

troubleò (Hal Taussig, op cit  pp. 21,96). And so with us, the seeking of 
the future Kingdom is a radical denial of the spirit of our age, which seeks 

its Kingdom now; it demands a separation from the world around us. The 
well -known description of the Kingdom in Is. 2:1 -4 is in the context of 

appealing to Israel to change their ways. Because they would  then  walk in 
the ways of the Lord, therefore "O house of Israel [therefore] Come y e 

[now] and walk in the ways of the Lord" (2:5). The hope of Israel ought 
to motivate Israel to live the Kingdom life here and now.  

Your will be done -  Again using an aorist which demands a one - time 
fulfilment -  in the sense of 'May Your will come about...'.  The will of God is 

often associated with His ultimate plan of salvation (e.g. Eph. 1:5 -12; Col. 
1:20 ). It  has been pointed out that "Hallowed be Your Name" is 

(grammatically) a request for action, rather than simply an expression of 
praise. Jesus prayed t his in Gethsemane and it cost Him His life. We know 

from the Old Testament that God in fact "hallows" His own Name (Ez. 



20:41; 28:25; 36:22,23; 38:16; 39:27). By asking God to "hallow" or 

sanctify / realize that Name in our lives, we are definitely praying  in 
accordance with His will. He wishes to do this -  and so He will surely do 

this in our lives if we ask Him. All the principles connected with His Name 
will be articulated in our lives and experience for sure if we pray for this -  

for we will be praying ac cording to His revealed will in His word. And the 
ultimate fulfilment of all this will be in final coming of the Kingdom. But 

see on 7:21.  
In interpreting the Sermon on the Mount, we need to look for similar 

phrases within the Sermon in order to grasp the sense the Lord was 
seeking to develop. And we have just such a connection of though here 

when we observe that the Sermon concludes with an appeal to 'do the will 
of My Father' (7:21; and the theme continues in the Lord's teaching, e.g. 

Mt. 12:50; 21:31; Lk . 12:47). We are praying therefore not only for 
Christ's return when the literal coming of the Kingdom on earth will mean 

that God's will shall be done on earth. We are asking for the principles of 

God's rulership / Kingdom over men (as outlined in the Lor d's parables of 
the Kingdom) to be manifested in our lives; and for strength to do God's 

will on earth here and now. In probing deeper how the Lord understood 
the Father's will, we find the term  specifically  and repeatedly linked with 

the salvation of pers ons, supremely enabled through the Lord's death (Mt. 
18:14; Jn. 6:39,40; Gal. 1:4; Eph. 1:5). We would therefore be justified 

in seeing this request for the Kingdom to come and [in parallel] God's will 
to be done as a request for the successful spreading o f the Gospel 

worldwide (see note on "in earth" below). The coming of the Kingdom and 
the doing of God's will are in parallel -  the coming of the Kingship of God 

in human life means that humans do God's will as taught by the Lord in 
the Sermon. Of course, th e final physical coming of the Kingdom is also in 

view, but that is the final manifestation of the process which is now 
ongoing in human hearts. This more internal, spiritual interpretation of 

the coming of the Kingdom would be in line with the rest of the  Sermon, 

which emphasizes the rule of Divine principles in the deepest parts of the 
human heart.  

 
This phrase occurs verbatim on the Lord's lips when He Himself prayed in 

Gethsemane "Your will be done" (Mt. 26:42). So often we find the Lord 
Himself being t he embodiment of His own teaching in the Sermon. The 

difficulty with which the Lord said those words shows how hard it is to 
really pray 'the Lord's prayer'. The way it can be rattled off so quickly is 

tragic.   
 

On earth as it is in Heaven -  Gk.  epi  the ear th, as the will of God is now 
done in (Gk.  en ) Heaven.  Epi in this context has the sense of being 

spread throughout; whereas  en  more simply and directly means "in". Is 
there a hint here that we are to be praying for the success of the 

geographical spreadin g of the Gospel of the Kingdom throughout the 

earth? Not just knowledge of that Gospel, but people actually submitting 



to God's Kingship and living by Kingdom principles; not just baptisms but 

transformed lives. By doing God's will as it is now done in Hea ven, we are 
developing outposts of God's Heavenly Kingdom here on earth, and this 

will come to term in the return of Christ and the more physical 
establishment of the Kingdom on the planet, the Kingdom of Heaven on 

earth, in every fibre of earthly existenc e.  

6:11  Give us this day our daily bread -  This has long been recognized as 
an inadequate translation of a very strange Greek phrase. The 

adjective  epiousios  in "our daily bread" is one example of Christôs radical 
use of language; there in the midst of the prayer which the Lord bid His 

followers constantly use, was a word which was virtually unknown to 

them. Our bread only - for - this -day was the idea; the word is used for the 
rations of soldiers. The idea is 'Give us today, right now, the bread / food 

of tomor row'. In ancient Judaism,  mahar  means not only tomorrow but 
the great Tomorrow, i.e. the Kingdom. Jesus spoke of the inauguration of 

the future Kingdom in terms of eating food together (Mt. 8:11; Lk. 6:21; 
14:15; 22:29,30; Rev. 7:16). 'Give us the future K ingdom today, may it 

come right now' is perhaps one of the levels on which He intended us to 
understand the prayer. The aorist implies: 'Give us this once and final 

time' the bread of tomorrow. The Lord was surely alluding to the way that 
Israel in the wil derness had been told that "in the morning [tomorrow] 

you shall be filled with bread"; and this was widely understood in first 
century Palestine as being typical of the coming of Messiah's Kingdom. 

Notice too how Is. 55:10 connects the descent of God's wor d made flesh 
in Jesus, with the giving of bread. And one practical point. Even though 

we may have daily bread, we are still to pray for it. Itôs rather like Zech. 

10:1: ñAsk ye of the Lord rain in the time of the latter rainò; even when 
itôs the season, still ask Him for what it appears you naturally already 

have. Israel were fed with manna one day at a time -  this is so stressed 
(Ex. 16:4,19,20).  

The idea of 'daily bread' recalls the gift of manna. There was to be no 

hoarding of manna -  anything extra was to  be shared with others (Ex. 
16:8; 2 Cor. 8:15). But we live in a world where the financial challenges 

of retirement, housing, small family size [if any family at all]... mean that 
there appears no other option but to 'hoard manna' for the future. To 

some e xtent this may be a reflection of the way that life in these very last 

days is indeed quite different to anything previously known in history; but 
all the same, we face a very real challenge. Are we going to hoard 

manna, for our retirement, for our unknown  futures? Or will we rise up to 
the challenge to trust in God's day by day provision, and share what's left 

over? "Give us this day our bread - for - today" really needs to be prayed by 
us daily. Let's give full weight to the Lord's command to pray for only "o ur 

daily bread", the daily rations granted to a soldier on active duty. It's 
almost impossible to translate this term adequately in English. In the 

former USSR and Communist East Germany (DDR), there was the idea 



that nobody in a Socialist state should go hungry. And so if you were 

hungry in a restaurant after eating, you had the right to ask for some 
food, beyond what you paid for. In the former East Germany, the 

term  Sättigungsbeilage  was used for this in restaurants -  the portion of 
necessity. It's this f ood we should ask God for -  the food to keep us alive, 

the food which a Socialist restaurant would give you for free. We 
shouldn't be thinking in terms of anything more than this. It's an eloquent 

essay in what our attitude to wealth, materialism and long t erm self -
provision ought to be.   

 

To steal is to take the Name of Yahweh called upon us in vain (Prov. 

30:9), and therefore we ask to be given  only  our daily bread and no more 
(NIV); not so much that if we are found out, the Name will be brought 

into disre pute, but rather that we personally will have blasphemed the 
imperative of Yahweh which is heavy upon us; these words of Agur are 

applied to us in Mt. 6:11.  

6:12  And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors -  
Probably an allusion to the ju bilee. We release / forgive men their debt to 

us, as God does to us. If we chose not to participate in this Jubilee by not 
releasing others, then we cannot expect to receive it ourselves (note the 

Jubilee allusions in Lk. 24:47). Around 90% of Old Testamen t references 

to sin use the metaphor of a weight or burden, which can be lifted by 
forgiveness. The Lord Jesus prefers to speak of sin as a debt, which can 

be forgiven by not being demanded and the debt erased. The metaphor of 
debt is somewhat richer than that or burdens. It opens the possibility that 

God lent to us, that He allowed us to get into that debt -  because He didn't 
strike us dead for the sin. 'Debt' also carries with it the idea that we 

would like to repay, but cannot. This is the flavour of the Lord's opening 
to the Sermon -  that He is the solution for those who would like to be 

spiritual but feel unable to be as they would wish to be (see on 5:6). The 
release of debt carries with it a greater sense of gratitude, knowing that 

we should not have go t into the debt in the first place. All this was 
foreseen by the Lord in His change of metaphor from sin as weight to sin 

as debt. It has been noted that sin was not spoken as debt until Jesus 
introduced the idea. We are in debt to God. And yet so many hav e the 

idea that God owes them, and big time. The prayer of Apollonius of Tyana 

was that ñOye gods, give me the things which are owing to meò. And that 
ancient attitude is alive today, leading to some who think it is their right 

not to work and to be suppor ted, or expect some kind of material blessing 
from God. When actually, we are in deep debt to God, and forgiven it only 

by pure grace.  

Those ñindebtedò to us (Lk. 11:4) are those who have a debt to us. But 
Biblically, who are those who are óindebtedô? The same Greek word occurs 

often in the New Testament. Mt. 18:30 explains that there is a debt to us 



if we have been sinned against and itôs not been reconciled. The debt our 

brethren have to us, and we to them, is to love one another, to lay our 
lives down fo r each other, to entertain and receive each other at home 

(s.w. 3 Jn. 8; 1 Jn. 3:16; 4:11). A wife has her husband in her debt if he 
doesnôt love her with the love of Christ (Eph. 5:28); our brethren are in 

debt to us if they donôt give us material help when we truly need it (Rom. 
15:27); or if they donôt wash our feet (Jn. 13:14). A debt implies that itôs 

not been paid; and so I come to the conclusion that the  forgiveness  of our 
debtors is forgiving our brethren when they donôt love us as they should, 

donôt care for usé and never apologize or rectify it. The debt is 
outstanding; theyôve not cleared it. But we are to forgive it; we are to 

forgive unconditionally, without demanding restoration or grovelling 
repentance before us. This is the challenge of that phrase in the Lordôs 

prayer. For we ask for ñour sinsò in general to be likewise forgiven; and 
they surely include many ósecret sinsô which we donôt even perceive or 

havenôt repented of. And further. ñAs we also forgive every one that is 

indebted to usò (Lk. 11:4) can actually be read as a word of command, a 
statement that is actually a request. The request is that the sins of those 

whoôve sinned against us be forgiven-  in this sense, ñwhosesoever sins ye 
remit [s.w. forgive] they are remitted unto themò (Jn. 20:23). Thatôs 

another challenging thought. If theyôre impenitent, how can they be 
forgiven? But if  we  forgive them, perhaps we are to understand that God 

is happy to forgive them. If we feel, as I do, that weôve been sinned 
against so muché then we have a wonderful opportunity to gain our own 

forgiveness and even that of those peopleé by forgiving them. The more I 
hurt at how others have treated me, the more I realize my own desperate 

need for forgiveness. The two things, as the Lord foresaw in His mode l 
prayer, dovetail seamlessly together.  

Further evidence that Jesus prayed in Aramaic is found by comparing the 
two records of the Lord's prayer; Matthew has "forgive us our debts", 

whilst Luke has "forgive us our sins". The Aramaic word  hobha  means 

both ' sin' and 'debt'. The conclusion is therefore that Jesus taught the 
disciples to pray in their native Aramaic dialect rather than in Hebrew or 

Greek. Further, the Lord's prayer has many links to the  Kaddish , an 
ancient Aramaic prayer which included phrases like "Exalted and hallowed 

be his great name... may he let his kingdom rule... speedily and soon".  

"As we ..." is a challenge.  The crucial little Greek word  hos  is elsewhere 
translated: according as, as soon as, even as, like as, as greatly as, since, 

whene ver, while. Clearly enough, our forgiveness by God is dependent 
upon and of the same nature as our forgiveness of others.  

"Forgive us our / debts sins as we have forgiven those who sin against 
us" (Lk.)  again uses the aorist which implies 'Forgive us this once'. Could 

this not be an anticipation of the state of the believer before the judgment 
seat of Christ -  'forgive me please this once for all my sins, as I have 

forgiven those who sinned against me'. If so, we have a powerful 



exhortation to forgive  now ; f or in that awesome moment, it will be so 

apparent that the Lord's gracious acceptance of us will be directly 
proportional to how deeply we accepted and forgave our brethren in this 

life. Notice how strongly Jesus links future judgment with our present 
forg iveness (Lk. 6:37). He teaches us to pray now for forgiveness on the 

basis of how we have forgiven others, knowing that in prayer, we have a 
foretaste of the judgment. Now we can come boldly before the throne of 

grace in prayer, just as we will come before  that same throne in the last 
day.  

6:13  And lead us not -  The Greek  eisphero  definitely means to lead 

inward. The internal process of temptation is in view here, as explained 

specifically by James 1:13 -15 -  which may be a specific comment on this 
part of the  Sermon. Much of James is an expansion upon the Sermon. 

Whilst the process of temptation is internal (and note how internal 
processes are the great theme of the Sermon), God is capable of leading 

a person in the process. The dynamics in the upward and down ward 
spirals are ultimately of God.  

Into temptation but deliver us from evil -  This  can only really come true 

when we are changed into divine nature; for only then will we be freed 
/delivered [aorist -  once, finally, for all time] from the 'devil' of sin. Th e 

word for trial / temptation is  peirasmos , and I have never been entirely 

satisfied that we can reconcile the Lord's words here with the fact that 
God does not tempt any man (James 1:13 -15). However, I feel happier 

with the idea that the Lord may specific ally be bidding us pray for 
deliverance from the latter day holocaust to come upon the saints. The 

Lord Jesus can keep us from "the hour of trial [ peirasmos ] which is 
coming on the whole world" (Rev. 3:10). When the disciples were bidden 

pray that they enter not into temptation (Mk. 14:38 -  peirasmos  again), 
they were being asked to pray the model prayer with passionate 

concentration and meaning. Yet those men in Gethsemane were and are 
representative of the latter day saints who are bidden pray that they  may 

escape "all those things ò, the hour of trial / peirasmos  which is coming, 
and to stand acceptably before the Son of man at His coming. We ought 

to be praying fervently for this deliverance; but I wonder how many of us 
are? For the days of the final tri bulation will be shortened for the sake of 

the elect -  i.e., for the sake of their prayers (Mk. 13:19,20). The final 

tribulation of the last days will be the supreme struggle between the flesh 
and spirit, between the believer and the world, between Christ a nd the 

Biblical 'devil'; and we are to pray that we will be delivered victorious 
from that struggle. Thus "Lead us not into 'the test'" (Mt. 6:13) could in 

this context be understood as a plea to save us from entering into the 
time of final tribulation -  ju st as the Lord specifically exhorts us to pray to 

be delivered from that time. The implication would be that the final time 
of testing will be so severe that indeed the elect will scarcely be saved. It 

seems to me that none of us have the urgent sense of t he time of testing 



ahead which we should have; how many are praying daily to be spared it? 

How many are in actual denial that it will ever come, even though it's 
clear enough in Scripture?  

 

We must pray not to be led into temptation (Mt. 6:13); but when we  fall 
into such temptation (s.w.), count it all joy, James says (1:2). The 

exercise of praying not to experience those temptations was for our 
spiritual benefit, and God is willing that it should be so.  

"Deliver us from evil" is surely alluded to in 2 Pet.  2:9 ñThe Lord knows 
how to  deliver  the Godly out of temptationsò. Evil and temptation are 

thereby paralleled.  

 
The Lord Jesus based this part of His prayer on Old Testament passages 

like 1 Chron. 4:10; Ps. 25:22; 26:11; 31:8; 34:22; 69:18; 78:35,42; 
140:1  and Prov. 2:12; 6:24, which ask for ódeliveranceô from evil people , 

sin, distress, tribulation etc. here on earth. Not one of those passages 

speaks of deliverance from a personal, superhuman Satan. Estherôs 
prayer in Es. 4:19 LXX is very similar ï ñDeliver us from the hand of the 

evildoerò, but that óevildoerô was Haman, not any personal, superhuman 
Satan. Even if we insist upon reading óthe evil oneô, ñthe evil oneò in the 

Old Testament was always ñthe evil man in Israelò (Dt. 17:12; 19:19; 
22:21 ï24 cp. 1  Cor. 5:13) ï never a superhuman being. And there may 

be another allusion by the Lord to Gen. 48:16, where God is called the 
One ñwho has redeemed me from all evilò. As the Old Testament óword 

made fleshô, the thinking of the Lord Jesus was constantly reflective of Old 
Testament passages; but in every case here, the passages He alluded to 

were  not  concerning a superhuman Devil figure. God ódelivers fromô 
ñevery troubleò (Ps. 54:7), persecutors and enemies (Ps. 142:6; 69:14) ï 

but as Ernst Lohmeyer notes, ñThere is no instance of the [orthodox 
understanding of the] Devil being called óthe evil oneô in the Old 

Testament or in the Jewish writingsò (Ernst Lohmeyer, The Lord's Prayer , 

translated by John Bowden (London: Collins, 1965) p. 214).  

Itôs been observed that every aspect of the Lordôs prayer can be 
interpreted with reference to the future coming of the Kingdom of God on 

earth. Prayer for deliverance from evil, the time of testing (Gk.), would 
then tally well with the Lordôs exhortation to pray that we may be 

delivered from the final time of evil coming on the earth (Lk. 21:36). 
Another insight into this petition is that God does in fact lead men in a 

downward spiral as well as in an upward spiral of relationship with Him ï 
Pharaoh would be the classic examp le. ñWhy do you make us err from 

your ways?ò was the lament of Israel to their God in Is. 63:17. It is 

perhaps this situation more than any which we should fear ï being 
hardened in sin, drawing ever closer to the waterfall of destruction, until 

we come to the point that the forces behind us are now too strong to 



resist... Saul lying face down in the dirt of ancient Palestine the night 

before his death would be the classic visual image of it. And the Lord 
would be urging us to pray earnestly that we are not led in that downward 

spiral. His conversation in Gethsemane, both with the disciples and with 
His Father, had many points of contact with the text of the Lordôs Prayer. 

ñWatch and pray that you enter not into temptationò (Mt. 26:41) would 
perhaps be His eq uivalent of ñlead us not into temptation but deliver us 

from evilò. 

For Yours is the Kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever -  AV and some 
manuscripts. "For Yours ..." is significant. The sense of óforô is definitely 

óbecauseéô, but it could simply be with reference to the entire preceding 

prayer. Or it could particularly be with reference to the preceding request: 
ñDeliver us from evilò. In any case, the question arises: Why should God 

answer the prayer, be it the entire prayer or the specific request for  
deliverance from evil, because the Kingdom, power and glory is Godôs? 

The idea may be that because the Kingdom we seek now to be part of, 
and to eternally live in, is Godôs, therefore it follows that He earnestly 

desires to grant it to us His children. An d we plead that He hears our 
requests, especially for deliverance from temptation and evil, because 

surely He wants to give us His glorious Kingdom. Because the Kingdom 
is His , all glory is to Him, and He wants to see us giving Him glory; 

because He has al l power -  therefore we ask Him to give us the requests 
we have made, because they are all intended to achieve glory to Him and 

to ensure our entry into His Kingdom. Another angle of exposition would 
be to consider that we ask for deliverance from temptation  and sin 

because we know that God has rulership (ñKingdomò) and power over all-  

given His unlimited physical and spiritual power, we ask Him to use it to 
answer our requests. This reasoning of course assumes that all that has 

preceded in the prayer is in o rder for us to enter the Kingdom and to see 
His glory worked out. Any requests for merely human benefit and 

advantage cannot be concluded with such an argument -  that we ask God 
to hear this  because  the Kingdom, power and glory is His.   

This is the appropri ate conclusion to a prayer that asks for the 

establishment of that Kingdom. Whilst commenting upon the Lord's 
prayer, it is worth pointing out that the Lord repeated the essence of each 

phrase at various points during His life. When facing His ultimate str uggle 

when facing up to the cross, He asked that the Father's Name would be 
glorified (Jn. 12:28) -  quoting His own words from His model prayer. It 

hurt and cost Him so much to pray that prayer -  the prayer we may have 
known for so many years that we can pra y it almost at no cost. But to 

truly ask for the Father's will to be done is in fact a commitment to the 
way of the cross (Jn. 6:38; Heb. 10:7 -10; Mk. 14:36). So let us pray the 

prayer -  but putting meaning into the words.  



May I place two well -known Scriptu res together in your minds. 

ñYours  [Godôs] is the Kingdomò. And ñBlessed are you poor, for yours  is 
the Kingdom  of God ò (Lk. 6:20). The Lord assures us that the Father 

wants to give  His  Kingdom to those who are poor in spirit, to the broken, 
to the self -doubters, the uncertain, those uncomfortable with themselves, 

the unbearably and desperately lonely, the awkwardly spokené the poor 
in spirit. Those who would be the very last to believe that God would 

give  them  what is evidently  His  Kingdom. But not only  wi ll  the Father do 
this, but Jesus stresses that it  is ours right now. The certainty of the glory 

that will be revealed for us means that we cope better with suffering; as 
Paul writes, they ñare not worthy to be compared with the glory which 

shall be reveale d in usò (Rom. 8:18).  

 

Amen -  AV and some manuscripts. Joachim Jeremias mentions that 
"according to idiomatic Jewish usage the word  amen  is used to affirm, 

endorse or appropriate the words of another person [whereas] in the 
words of Jesus it is used to int roduce and endorse Jesus' own words... to 

end one's own prayer with  amen  was considered a sign of ignorance" 
(See the article "Amen" in Joachim Jeremias,  New Testament 

Theology  (New York: Scribner's, 1971) pp. 35,36). Thus the Lord Jesus 
was introducing a radically new type of speaking. But He did so because 

He wanted us to realize that if our spirit is united with Godôs, then our 
words to God are in a sense God talking to Himself; hence we say óAmenô 

to our own words, when óamenô was usually a confirmation of Godôs 
words. Jn. 16:26 fits in here, where in the context of speaking of the 

unity of the believers with the Father and with Himself, the Lord says that 

He will not need to pray for the believer, but God Himself will hear the 
believer. I take this to m ean that Jesus foresaw that the time would come 

when our prayer would be His prayer. Itôs not so much that He prays for 
us, but rather prays with us and even through us.  

6:14  For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will 

also forgive y ou -  The Lord guessed that His teaching to ask for 
forgiveness ñasò we forgive others would be radical and hard to accept. 

The Lordôs teaching in the prayer [ñas we forgiveò] was clear enough, but 
He repeats it twice (also in :15), so that there be no possi ble difficulty in 

interpretation. He rarely spells things out this specifically and with such 

immediate repetition. The vital, eternally vital need to forgive others is 
underlined. And the Lord repeats this teaching later in His teaching, with 

the further detail that unless we forgive others ñfrom your heartsò, we will 
not be forgiven (Mt. 18:35; also in Mk. 11:25). This chronic and urgent 

need to forgive others, aware that  how  we forgive them is the basis 
of  how  God will forgive us, leads to the question o f whether we should 

forgive others without their repentance. If we first demand specific 
repentance, then this is the basis upon which we are asking to be judged; 



and we all, surely, sin without repentance, sometimes because at the 

time we do not perceive the sinfulness of our behaviour.   

6:15 But if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your 
Father forgive your trespasses -  Paul alludes here in Eph. 4:32. Jesus said: 

"If you forgive, you'll be forgiven". Paul subtly changes the tenses: 
"You' ve been forgiven already, so forgive". It's as if Paul is saying: 'Think 

carefully about Mt. 6:14. Don't think it means 'If you do this, I'll do that 
for you'. No. God has forgiven you. But that forgiveness is conditional on 

the fact that in the future you  will forgive people. If you don't, then that 
forgiveness you've already been given is cancelled. This is what Jesus 

really had in mind'. This would suggest a very close analysis of those 

simple words of Jesus, using all the logic and knowledge of Biblical  
principles which Paul had. Note that the command to forgive our debtors 

when we pray is applied by Paul to the need to forgive those who sin 
against us in the ecclesia (Eph. 4:32; Col. 3:13).  

6:16  Moreover when you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocr ites. For 

they disfigure their faces -  There is a semantic connection between these 
words. A  hupokrites  was a play actor, one who wore a mask. These 

hypocrites create false faces for themselves, that is the idea -  their 
disfigured faces are but as a mask. Th e Greek for ñdisfigureò occurs only 

five times in the NT, once here -  and twice in the next few verses, 

6:19,20, where the Lord warns that external material wealth ócorruptsô, 
destroys itself, or is disfigured. By disfiguring their faces, they were 

destroyi ng their faces, destroying themselves because they wanted to 
appear other than they were.  

So that their fasting may be seen by men. Truly I say to you, they have 

received their reward -  "May be seen" is s.w. 6:5, also in Mt. 23:27,28. To 
act in a way so as to spiritually impress men is especially distasteful to 

the Lord. The issue of what other churches, ecclesias or individuals will 
think of us is not to pay any part in our decision making and action. We 

are living, thinking and deciding in the loving gaze of the Father and Son. 

The wonder of that should mean that all fear of human criticism or desire 
for human approval plays absolutely no role.  

6:17 But you, when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face -  Every 

effort is to be made to conceal our spirit ual sacrifices. We are to appear 
as usual (as in Dan. 10:3). We are to be actors, hypocrites, in a good 

sense. The Lord is also alluding to how the rabbis forbad "washing and 
anointing" on the day of atonement, which was a day of fasting. The Lord 

is teach ing open defiance to their hypocrisy.  

6:18  So you will not be seen by men to fast, but by your Father who is 

unseen; and your Father, who sees in secret -  Gk. óthe One who is in 
secret / hiddenô. The hiddenness of God is in the sense that He specifically 



looks at the hidden man of the heart (1 Pet. 3:4). This is the sphere in 

which He operates and sees.  

Shall reward you -  "Openly". Who we will eternally be in the Kingdom, is 
who we were secretly in this life. What we think about as we fall asleep, 

as we trav el, walk down streetsé this is the essence of the life in Christ. 
The change of nature we will experience at the Lordôs return will simply 

be a physical manifestation of who we are in spirit in this life. We will be 
made manifest [s.w.], declared openly, a t the day of judgment (1 Cor. 

3:13). This means that we will be preserved as we spiritually are in this 
life. This means that the development of our spiritual person is of 

paramount importance, because that is how we shall eternally be. The 

Lord goes right  on to warn against materialism (:19,20). But that is in the 
context of the paramount need for the development of spiritual 

mindedness. It is petty materialism which is the greatest enemy of this 
development -  the cares of this life and the attainment of ma terial wealth 

are what crowd out spiritual thinking. The treasure, the most important 
thing in our life, is our ñheartò, our thinking (6:21; ñthe good treasure of 

the heartò, 12:35). Building up spirituality is placed in opposition to 
building up material wealth.  

6:19  Do not store up for yourselves treasures upon the earth -  see on 

6:18 ñopenlyò. 

Where moth and rust consume -  Or, "corrupt". James 5:2 alludes here and 

states that wealth is already rusted and moth -eaten. So this perhaps was 
the Lordôs idea here, although the grammar is unclear. The idea of gold is 

that it doesnôt rust. What appears to be permanent material wealth is not, 
and is already rusted in Godôs eyes. 

And where thieves break in and steal -  Literally, ódig throughô. Relevant to 
the earth hou ses of the very poorest people. The Lordôs return is going to 

break up the house of those not looking for His return (Mt. 24:43 s.w.). It 
may be that óthievesô is an intensive plural referring to the great thief, 

whom Jesus likens to Himself in Mt. 24:43. In this case He would be 
saying that He will take human wealth anyway at the last day -  so we 

should give it to Him now and not seek it.  
Because we know people (and brethren) who are richer and more wealth -

seeking than we are, it's fatally easy to conclude that therefore we aren't 
rich, therefore we aren't materialistic. This is part of the subtle snare of 

materialism; that we all think that this is an area where we're not doing 
too badly; that really, we don't care  that  much where we live, or what the 

furni ture's like, or whether we have money to take a holiday... But 
remember, our attitude to materialism is the litmus test of all our 

spirituality. None of us should be so quick to say that we're OK in this 

area. "Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon eart h, where moth and 
rust doth corrupt, and where thieves break (Gk. dig) through and steal" 

(Mt. 6:19) was spoken to a huge crowd of Jewish peasants. The Lord 



wasn't only referring to the few rich men who might be hanging around 

on the edge of the group. He was talking to all of them. He knew their 
mud walled homes which thieves could so easily dig through. That little 

cheap bangle, that ring, thinly buried under the bed mat after the pattern 
of Achan, that prized tunic... the petty riches of the poor which t hey so 

strove for, which  to them  were priceless treasures. This is what the Lord 
was getting at; and His point was that  every one of us , from beggar to 

prince, has this 'laying up' mentality. He is almost ruthless in His 
demands.  

6:20  But store up for your selves treasures in heaven, where neither moth 

nor rust consumes, and where thieves cannot break in or steal -  The idea 

is of incremental growth. Itôs as if spirituality, both in personality and 
deed, is carefully noted in Heaven as it occurs.   

 

6:21  For wh ere your treasure is, there will your heart be also -  Gk. óto 
thereô. The direction of our heart is towards where our treasure is. If our 

treasure is in Heaven, with God, then our life direction will be towards 
Him and not towards earthly things. The emphas is of the Lord throughout 

the Sermon has been on the state of the heart. The overall direction of 
our heart, our thinking, is all important. That direction cannot be both to 

earthly things and Heavenly things. Laying up treasure on earth cannot 

be done whi lst having treasure in Heaven. The emphasis of course is on 
ólaying upô, wilfully incrementing, not the mere possession of wealth which 

the Lord may send into our hands. óLaying upô means to increment, not to 
merely possess. But it is the overall direction  of our hearts which will be 

the deciding factor in our eternal destiny; óto whereô they are directed. 
And we can direct them by deciding what our treasure really is, and 

where it is.  

6:22  The lamp of the body is the eye. If therefore your eye is healthy, 
your whole body shall be full of light -  This observation about single -

mindedness ["healthy" = 'single'] follows on from the Lordôs teaching 

about the overall direction of the human mind, observing that we cannot 
have two overall directions for our heart. O ur eye must be single, the 

entrance of light must be only from one source. God gives to all men with 
a single eye (James 1:5 Gk.); and in response, we too must be single 

eyed in our giving (Mt. 6:22 s.w. -  this is one of Jamesô many allusions to 
the sermon on the mount). If our eye / world -view / outlook on life 

is single  [s.w. ósimpleô in the passages quoted], then our whole body / life 
will be full of light (Mt. 6:22). In daily work, in private reflection and 

planning for our immediate futures and present needs, there must be a 
direct and undiluted belief of the teachings of the Gospel, connecting 

those teachings to our daily life of faith. In this simplicity of the life of 
faith, in a world that makes life so complicated [especially for the poor], 

we will find humility. With that simplicity and humility will come peace, 



and the ability to pray with a concentrated and uncluttered mind, without 

our thoughts wandering off into the petty troubles of life as we frame our 
words before Almighty God each morning an d night.  

 

Iôve always sensed that the more complex a person, the harder it is for 
them to be generous. But we are all commanded to be generous to the 

Lordôs cause, knowing that nothing we have is our own. And I am not only 
talking to wealthy brethren.  All  of us have something, and all of us can 

give something to our brethren. Consider how the poor believers of the 
first century such as Corinth [amongst whom there were not many rich or 

mighty, Paul reminds them] collected funds for the poor brethren in 

Judea. There is a Greek word translated ñsimplicityò which is related to 
the word translated "single" here in Mt. 6:22. It occurs eight times in the 

NT. Five of these are in 2 Corinthians, written as it was in the context of 
Corinth giving funds for the Jerusal em poor.  

 Consider how the word is translated:  

-  Paul had ñsimplicity  and Godly sincerityò (2 Cor. 1:12) 
-  They had ñliberality ò (2 Cor. 8:2) 

-  ñBountifulness ò (2 Cor. 9:11) 
-  Their ñliberal distribution ò (2 Cor. 9:13) 

-  He feared lest they be corrupted fr om ñthe simplicity  that is in Christò (2 

Cor. 11:3).  

 
Evidently Paul saw a link between generosity and the simplicity of the 

faith in Christ. It doesnôt need a lexicon to tell you that this word means 
both ósimplicityô and also ógenerousô. The connection is because the basis 

for generosity is a simple faith. Not a dumb, blind faith, glossing over the 
details of Godôs word. But a realistic, simple, direct conviction. This is why 

Paul exhorts that all giving to the Lordôs cause should be done with 
ñsimplicityò (Rom. 12:8-  the AVmg. translates óliberallyô). Give, in 

whatever way, and donôt complicate it with all the ifs and buts which our 

fleshly mind proposes. Paul warns them against false teachers who would 
corrupt them from their ñsimplicityò-  and yet he usu ally speaks of 

ósimplicityô in the sense of generosity. Pure doctrine, wholeheartedly 
accepted, will lead us to be generous. False doctrine and human 

philosophy leads to all manner of self -complication. Paul was clever, he 
was smart; but he rejoiced that h e lived his life ñin simplicity...by the 

grace of Godò (2 Cor. 1:12).  If our eye is single (translating a Greek 
word related to that translated ósimpleô), then the whole body is full of 

light (Mt. 6:22) -  and the Lord spoke again in the context of generosi ty. 
An evil eye, a world view that is not ósimpleô or single, is used as a figure 

for mean spiritedness.   

 

6:23  But if your eye is bad, your whole body shall be full of darkness. If 



therefore the light that is in you is darkness, how great is the darkness! -  

A bad or evil eye was an idiom for mean spiritedness. It continues the 
theme of materialism from the previous verses. To follow materialism is 

to be mean spirited -  towards God. Speaking in the context of serving  
either  God or  mammon, the Lord uttered the se difficult words: "Lay not 

up for yourselves treasures upon earth... the light of the body is the eye: 
if therefore thine eye be single, thy whole body shall be full of light. But if 

thine eye be evil, thy whole body shall be full of darkness... how grea t is 
that darkness!" (Mt. 6:19 -22). All this is in the context of not being 

materialistic. The Lord is drawing on the OT usage of "an evil eye" -  and 
consistently, this idiom means someone who is selfishly materialistic 

(Prov. 22:9; 23:7; 28:22; Dt. 15:9).  The NIV renders some of these 
idioms as "stingy" or ñmean". A single eye refers to a generous spirit (1 

Chron. 29:17 LXX), and a related Greek word occurs in 2 Cor. 8:2; 
9:11,13 with the sense of ñgenerous". So surely the Lord is saying that 

our attitude to wealth controls our whole spirituality. Whether we have a 

mean or generous spirit will affect our whole life -  an evil [stingy] eye 
means our whole body is full of darkness. Just let this sink in. If we are 

materialistic, our whole life will be filled wi th darkness, whatever our 
external pretensions may be, and there is a definite link to be made here 

with the "darkness" of rejection. The riches of Jericho are described with a 
Hebrew word which means both a curse, and something devoted (to God; 

Josh. 6:18 ). This teaches a powerful lesson: such riches of this world as 
come into our possession will curse us, unless they are devoted to the 

Father.  

6:24  No one can serve two masters -  It would be too simplistic to interpret 

this as meaning that we are either tot ally serving the Lord, or not serving 
Him. Paul seems to have thought a lot about this verse because he refers 

to it several times in Romans, basing his entire Romans chapter 6 around 
the idea that we do not serve sin as a Master (Rom. 6:6). But he goes 

st raight on to lament that in reality, he does serve "the law of sin" with 
his flesh, but "I myself" serve the law of God (Rom. 7:25). And he 

concludes the letter by warning that some do not serve the Lord Jesus 
(Rom. 16:18). Perhaps Paul is writing partly i n response to confusion 

about the Lord's words -  for we keep on sinning, yet He taught we can 
only serve Him alone. And his perspective is that we ourselves as 

believers are totally devoted to Him as our only Lord and Master. But the 
flesh, which we do not identify as the real self of the believer, continues 

to serve the sin principle.   

 

For either he will hate the one -  The Lord wasn't just trying to shock us 
when He offered us the choice between hating God and loving Him (Mt. 

6:24 cp. James 4:4); He was dea dly literal in what He said. The Lord 
hammered away at the same theme when He spoke of how a tree can 

only bring forth one kind of spiritual fruit: bad, or good (Mt. 7:18,19). 



James likewise: a spring can either give sweet water or bitter water 

(James 3:11 ). We either love God, or the world. If we love the world, we 
have  no  love of God in us (1 Jn. 2:15). The man who found the treasure 

in the field, or the pearl of great price, sold  all  that he had, in order to 
obtain it. If he had sold any less, he wouldn' t have raised the required 

price. These mini -parables are Christ's comment on the Law's 
requirement that God's people love Him with  all  their heart and soul, 

realizing the logic of devotion. Samuel pleaded with Israel: " Serve the 
Lord with all your heart;  and turn ye not aside: for then should ye go 

after vain things [i.e. idols]" (1 Sam. 12:20,21). If we don't serve God 
whole -heartedly, we will serve the idols of this present age. There's no 

third road. If we are Godôs people, we will flee from the false teacher (Jn. 
10:5). If we do anything other than this, we reflect our basic attitude to 

Godôs truth. 

And love the other -  Because Israel were in covenant with 

God,  therefore  they were not to make covenants with the other nations, 
and marriage is mentioned a s an example of this (Ex. 34:10,12). In his 

repetition of this part of the law in Deuteronomy, Moses gave even more 
repeated emphasis to the fact that our covenant with God precludes any 

covenant relationship with anyone else: "Thou shalt make no covenant 
with them... neither shalt thou make marriages with them... for thou art 

an holy people unto the Lord thy God: the Lord thy God hath chosen thee 
to be a special people unto himself, above all (other) people that are on 

the face of the earth. The Lord ...se t his love upon you ...chose you... 
because the Lord loved you, and because he would keep the oath which 

he had sworn unto your fathers... the Lord hath brought you out (of the 

world) with a mighty hand, and redeemed you out of the house of 
bondmen... know  therefore that the Lord thy God, he God, the faithful 

God, which keepeth covenant and mercy with them that love him and 
keep his commandments... and repayeth them that hate him to their 

face, to destroy them; he will not be slack to him that hateth him. T hou 
shalt therefore keep the commandments..." (Dt. 7:2 -11). The wonder of 

our relationship with Yahweh is stated time and again. To marry back into 
Egypt, the house of bondmen from which we have been redeemed, is to 

despise the covenant, to reverse the red emptive work which God has 
wrought with us. In this context of marriage out of the Faith, we read that 

God will destroy "him that hateth Himò, and repay him to his face. On the 
other hand, not marrying Gentiles was part of  loving  God (Josh. 

23:12,13).  So a ccording to Moses, whoever married a Gentile was 
effectively hating God. It is possible that the Lord had this in mind when 

He taught that we either serve God and hate the world, or we love the 

world and hate God (Mt. 6:24). This isn't, of course, how we s ee it. We 
would like to think that there is a third way; a way in which we can love 

God and yet also love someone in the world. Yet effectively, in God's 
eyes, this is hating Him. Doubtless many Israelites thought Moses was 

going too heavy in saying that t hose who married Gentiles were hating 



God. And the new Israel may be tempted to likewise respond to the new 

covenant's insistence that our love of God means a thorough rejection of 
this world. Whoever even  wishes  to be a friend of the world is an enemy 

of God (James 4:4).  

Or else he will be loyal to the one -  There are only two masters whom we 
completely serve; we hold to either mammon, or God (Mt. 6:24). The 

idea of loyalty or ñholding toò in Greek implies holding against  something 
else; the result of holdi ng to God is that we are against everything else. 

"He that is not with me is against me; and he that gathereth not with me 
scattereth abroad" (Mt. 12:30) -  rather than being passively indifferent. 

Men reacted to the Lord in ultimately one of two ways -  they either truly 

believed on Him, or supported the Jews in murdering Him (Jn. 11:45,46). 
Those who apparently believed on Him but kept it quiet were forced by 

the cross and resurrection to make their commitment one way or the 
other [and serious reflection on t he memorials of these things in bread 

and wine leads us to the same decision]. So much for the philosophy of 
balance! The Hebrew word for vacillate (translated "dissemble" in AV) also 

means to go astray; indecision and indifference are effectively decision s 
against God's way. The Hebrew language often reflects God's 

characteristics and attitudes.  

And despise the other -  The Greek word is usually used elsewhere about 

despising other believers (Mt. 18:10; 1 Cor. 11:22; 1 Tim. 4:12; 6:2; 2 
Pet. 2:10). Loving God involves loving our brother, and despising our 

brethren means we do not love God but rather despise Him.  

You cannot serve God and money -  When the Lord spoke of the 
impossibility of serving two masters, He personified the one as "Mammon" 

(AV), the antit hesis of God. He goes on to define what he meant: 
"Therefore... take no  thought  for your life... which of you by  taking 

thought ... why  take ye thought  for raiment... therefore take 
no  thought  saying, What shall we eat?... seek ye first the Kingdom of 

God.. . take therefore no  thought  for the morrow" (Mt. 

6:24,25,27,28,31,33,34). Clearly the Lord saw "Mammon", this 
personified anti -God, as an attitude of  mind . He had the same view of 

'Satan' as we do: a personification of sin in the human mind. He also saw 
seeking "the Kingdom of God" as somehow parallel with serving God 

rather than mammon. We would wish there were some third category, 
God, mammon and something in between; as we may idly speculate that 

it would suit us if there were three categories at judgeme nt day, 
accepted, rejected, and something else. But both then and now, this very 

minute, this isn't the case. A deep down recognition of this will have its 
effect practically. If we are serving God, let's not give anything to 

mammon, let's not play games, juggling and using brinkmanship.   

 

There is fair evidence that in God's eyes, our attitude to materialism is 



the epitome of our spirituality. The Lord places before us only two 

possible roads: the service of God, or that of mammon (Aramaic for 
riches / wea lth, Mt. 6:24). We would rather expect Him to have said: 

service of God or the flesh. Indeed, this is the choice that is elsewhere 
placed before us in the NT. However, the Lord evidently saw "mammon" 

as the epitome of all the flesh stands for. It is probab ly the view of many 
of us that while we have many areas of spiritual weakness, materialism is 

not one of them. But according to the Lord, if we are reading Him rightly, 
our attitude to the flesh generally is reflected in our attitude to wealth. 

This is why  the Bible does have a lot to say about the sacrifice of 'our' 
material possessions; not because God needs them in themselves, but 

because our resignation of them to His service is an epitome of our whole 
spirituality.  

Mt. 6:24 is alluded to in Tit. 1:9. H olding to God as your master rather 
than mammon is achieved through holding on to His word. Paul sees one 

application of serving mammon as acting in a hypocritical way in order to 

please some in the ecclesia (Mt. 6:24 = Gal. 1:10).  

6:25  Therefore I say to you -  Because our hearts can only be in one place, 
either with God or not, we should especially beware of materialism. For 

this more than anything else can lead us to hate God and to despise Him -  
because it takes our hearts away from Him.  

Do not be anxious for your life; what you shall eat, or what you shall 
drink. Nor for your body; what you shall wear -  The Sermon is concerned 

with how we think, with inculcating spiritual mindedness. The 
exhortations in this section against materialism arise out of that -  th ey are 

appeals not to be materialistic and faithless in God's provision, because 
this leads to our thinking, our heart and mind, being on those things 

rather than with the Lord. It's true that the Greek translated 'thought' can 
mean 'no  anxious  thought'. B ut the problem is that we can make this 

mean that we are in fact allowed to spend a lot of time thinking about 
material things, so long as we're not 'anxious'. This line of interpretation 

seems to ignore the wider context. We can be spiritually minded, the  Lord 
is teaching, if we simply accept that we shall never go hungry or naked. 

God will provide for His children who trust in Him. The Lord clearly saw 
material concerns as being the great enemy of daily spiritual mindedness. 

The emphasis upon not taking t hought is considerable -  the Lord uses the 

word five times in swift succession (Mt. 6:25,27,28,31,34). And He 
repeats the command not to take thought for what we shall eat or drink 

(Mt. 6:25,31). Luke's record records this warning not to worry about what 
we  shall 'eat and drink' only once (Lk. 12:29), but it is prefaced by the 

parable of the rich fool, upon whose lips we find the same words. After he 
has spent a lifetime amassing wealth, he says to himself "eat, drink and 

be merry" (Lk. 12:19). Clearly we ar e to understand him as a man who 
failed to live by the Lord's principles not to worry about eating and 

drinking. Yet he was not poor. He was fabulously rich. The point is thus 



established that the rich, or at least those who have enough to eat and 

drink, a re not to consider the Lord's principle as speaking only to the 
desperately poor who are tempted to worry about what they shall eat. 

The principle applies to the rich too. For it is a basic human principle that 
all of us, rich or poor, are tempted to expen d mental thought about how 

we shall basically survive. The omission of the Sermon in John is typical of 
how John omits much of the Synoptic material, and yet repeats it in 

essence. He records the same 'eat and drink' language about our need 
eat and drink o f the flesh and blood of the crucified Lord Jesus (Jn. 6:53). 

The point perhaps is that instead of expending mental energy worrying 
about how we shall eat and drink, we are to instead focus upon absorbing 

the Lord Jesus into our lives. And all material thi ngs will somehow fall into 
place. A similar idea is to be found in the Lord's warning not to worry 

about what clothing to "put on", because He uses the same word about 
how the rejected man had not 'put on' the wedding garment of the Lord's 

righteousness (M t. 22:11). Repeatedly the later New Testament appeals 

for us to "put on [s.w.] the Lord Jesus" (Rom. 13:12,14; Gal. 3:27; Eph. 
4:24; 6:11,14; Col. 3:10,12; 1 Thess. 5:8), so that in the last day we 

may 'put on' the clothing of immortality (s.w. 1 Cor. 15:5 3,54; 2 Cor. 
5:3). If putting on  this  garment is our mental focus, then we need not 

worry about what we shall 'put on' for clothing in this life.  
This is alluded to in Phil. 4:6. How do we obey that command to "take no 

thought for your life"? By praying co nsciously for every little thing that 
you need in daily life, e.g. daily bread. We do not have two masters; only 

one. Therefore, the more we grasp this, the more we will give ourselves 
solely to Him. And this leads on, in the thinking of Jesus, to having n o 

anxious thought for tomorrow; for a life of total devotion to Him means 
that we need not worry about tomorrow (Mt. 6:24,25). If we seek first His 

Kingdom, then we will not be anxious for tomorrow (Mt. 6:33,34).  

Is not the life more than the food, and the  body more than the garment? -  

This continues the theme outlined above. The presence of the articles 
focuses attention upon  the  life and  the  body -  and surely the Lord has in 

view the life to come, which will involve having a glorious  body  (Phil. 
3:21), not existence in any disembodied sense. The contrast is therefore 

between this present life, and  the  life to come; this present body, and  the  
body  which is to be given us. It's a question of identification; whether we 

focus upon this present life and body, or perceive that this life is but a 
miniscule percentage of our eternal existence, when we will not be living 

this life with this body. The life and the body to come are "more" than the 
present life and body; and the Greek for "more" is elsewhere translated 

'the greater part', the idea being 'the major portion'. The vastly greater 

part of our existence will be with  the  life and  the  body which is ye t to 
come. If we are secure in Christ and confident of our eternal destiny by 

His grace, then issues pertaining to this life and this body become 
insignificant.  

 



6:26  Look at -  Gk. 'gaze into'. Surely He drew attention to some birds 

flying around. And the G reek words behind "Behold" mean more than a 
casual glance. He asks us to look for some time with deep penetration at 

the birds of the natural creation, and learn a lesson.  

 
The birds in the sky; they do not sow, nor do they reap or gather crops 

into barns;  yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of much 
more value than they? -  As always, the Lord applied His words to Himself. 

For we sense in Mt. 8:20 that He had really thought about His words. Yes, 
the Father feeds the birds -  but they have nests, an d the Son of Man at 

least that night had nowhere to lay His head. Note too that the birds of 

the air are generally unclean (Acts 10:12). The fact God feeds even the 
unclean animals ties in with the Lord's opening comfort when He began 

the Sermon that His m essage is for those who worry about their 
uncleanness and spiritual inadequacy before God.  

 

Sow... reap... gather into barns  are  words repeatedly used by the Lord 
Jesus, especially in Matthew, for the work of the Gospel. The seed of the 

word is  sown  (Matth ew records three sowing parables -  Mt. 13:3,24,31 cp. 
Mt. 25:26) , then  reaped  at Christ's return (Mt. 25:26 -  as in 2 Cor. 9:6; 

Gal. 6:7 -9; Rev. 14:15), and finally  gathered  (by the preachers and 

Angels, Mt. 3:12; 12:30; 13:30,47; 22:10; 25:26,32), "into my barn" 
(Mt. 3:12; 13:30) -  the Kingdom. We cannot simply ignore all this use of 

identical language in Matthew's Gospel. I noted at 6:25 and elsewhere 
that the Sermon is often saying 'Do not worry about the activities which 

are part of this life, but focus in stead on doing those activities in a 
spiritual sense'. I gave the example of how the command not to worry 

about what we shall physically eat and drink implies that we should 
instead be concerned about our spiritual eating and drinking. 

Remembering the focu s of the Sermon upon the need for outgoing, 
proactive sharing of the Gospel, it would be fair to conclude that the Lord 

wishes us to not worry about sowing, reaping and gathering into barns in 
the literal sense, but instead to concern ourselves with doing those 

things  in the work of the Gospel . 'Focus on sharing the Gospel, and all the 
material things will fall into place if you just trust that they will work out 

OK'.  

God consciously feeds the birds with their every mouthful.  "If God so 

clothe the grass of  the field... shall He not much more clothe you?" (Mt. 
6:30). In the same way, God individually and consciously cares for each 

blade of grass. Fundamentally, they do not grow so much as a result of 
chemical combination or photosynthesis, but due to the con scious care of 

God using such processes. The idea of every little thing in life and the 
world being controlled by Angels contradicts the notion that God has set 

this world in motion according to certain natural laws, and that things 



continue without His di rect intervention -  as if the whole system is run by 

clockwork which God initially wound up. Intervention in this system by 
God has been called 'the hand of providence'. However, these ideas surely 

contradict the clear Biblical teaching that every movement in the natural 
creation is consciously controlled by God through His Angels, thus needing 

an energetic input from Him through His Spirit for every action to 
occur.   "Behold the fowls of the air: for they sow not, neither  do they 

reap, nor gather into barns ; yet your Heavenly Father feeds them" 
suggests that God consciously feeds the birds with their every mouthful. 

See too Mt. 5:45; 6:30; 10:29 -31; Job 38:12,32; 39:27; Amos 9:6; Is. 
40:7; Ps. 90:3; 104: 13; Prov. 11:1.  

Things being "better than" or "of more  value than" is quite a theme in the 
thinking of the Lord Jesus. The Greek word is used by Him at least three 

times in this way. Better than the birds, than many sparrows (Mt. 10:31), 
than a sheep (Mt. 12:12). Doubtless this thought was developed in the 

Lord by His observation of birds, flocks of sparrows and sheep -  developing 
the implications of the simple thought that we are of more value than 

them to God. For we are made in His image in a way in which they are 
not.  

6:27  Which of you by worrying -  As alway s, the emphasis is upon the state 

of the heart. No amount of mental worry can add anything to us. And so 

our hearts and minds should instead be devoted to the God who can 
transform our body into an eternal state of existence (see on 6:25).  

Can add -  The sam e word occurs in 6:33. We cannot ultimately 'add' 

anything to ourselves in secular life; if we seek first the things of God's 
Kingdom [i.e. 'take thought' for them rather than our material life], then 

what is necessary for the material, human life will be added to us. The 
concept of 'addition' suggests we are to see ourselves as 

ourselves  without  the issues of food, clothing and survival. We are then to 
decide how we are to take care of those 'additional' issues. And the Lord 

is teaching that we are to focu s upon spiritual things and the service of 

God's Kingdom, believing that He will 'add' these things to us. To perceive 
ourselves independent from our human, secular needs and position is 

hard. But Paul got the idea right when he spoke of how we bring nothi ng 
into this world and can take nothing out (1 Tim. 6:7). 'We' come into this 

world; we exist, but have nothing added to us initially. And 'we' exit this 
world, likewise without anything 'added'.  

One cubit to his stature -  The Greek can mean 'age' as well a s referring to 

our body. No amount of secular thought can add age to our lives. Because 
life, the eternal life, comes only from God. So it is to Him that our hearts 

belong. Again, the Lord Jesus was the word of the Sermon made flesh in 

His own example. For  we read that He grew in stature before God (Lk. 
2:52 s.w.) -  not by anxious worldly thought. Perhaps Zacchaeus thought 

upon the implications of the Lord's words, because Luke uses the same 



word to note that he was of inadequate stature (Lk. 19:3). The 'sta ture' 

that we seek to attain is not any physique or longevity in this life -  but the 
"stature of the fullness of Christ" (Eph. 4:13 s.w.). The amount of thought 

and effort that goes into trying to live longer, adding a cubit to our 
lifespan, is immense. And  understandably so, for those who have only this 

life. Surely the Lord is saying that we should give no anxious thought to 
this, but rather, give our mental energy to growing into the age / stature 

of Himself.  

6:28  So why do you worry about clothing? -  The allusion is surely to how 
God provided food, drink and clothing which didn't wear out for the 

Israelites on their wilderness journey (Dt. 8:4), just as He will for those 

who have crossed the Red Sea in baptism (1 Cor. 10:1,2). Again, it 
seems likely that t he Lord intended us to refocus from material to 

spiritual. For later in Matthew we read of Him emphasizing the ultimate 
importance of having the right 'clothing' [s.w. "wedding garment"] to 

enter God's Kingdom at the last day (Mt. 22:11,12). On a simply pr actical 
level, it's my observation that many believers find spirituality hard 

because their minds are too taken up with making money -  to fund the 
buying of branded, designer clothing. In our generation as never before, 

the price range of clothing is as nev er before. It is rather beyond me why 
in a brotherhood of need, it seems perfectly acceptable to not buy good 

second hand clothing and pay ten or more times the price for new 
clothing with the right brand name on it. But maybe that's just me.  

Consider the lilies of the field -  Gk. 'to study deeply', used only here in the 
NT. The same idea, although a different word, as the Greek for "Behold" 

in 6:26. Whilst no doubt the Lord with a wave of the hand did draw 
attention to the mountain lilies growing where He w as teaching, He was 

most definitely not inviting us to take a cursory glance at them. But 
rather to study them; and the unusual Greek word used for "consider" 

drove home that point. Perhaps He picked one and invited the disciples to 
gaze at it in silence f or some time.  

How they grow -  The Greek can mean 'in what way' and also 'how much', 
'to what great extent'.  

They neither toil nor spin! -  As so often in the Lord's teaching and 

parables, He was careful to balance what He said with relevance to both 
men ['toi ling' in Greek has the idea of heavy labour], and women 

[spinning]. The later appeal for those who are 'toiling' in heavy labour to 
come to Christ (Mt. 11:28) is an invitation to know in this life a lifting of 

the curse of labour which came upon Adam. This  is not to say that we 
shall not have to labour, but the desperate toiling for survival is mitigated 

by the knowledge that God will ultimately provide for His people.  

6:29  Yet  I say to you, that even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed 

like one of the se-  It is hard to avoid the connection with the description of 



the righteous as being clothed in glory at the last day. The clothing 

metaphor is repeated throughout the NT in this connection (e.g. Rev. 
3:5,18; 7:9,13; 19:8). Of course we are dealing with m etaphor here -  

plants are not literally clothed, although perhaps the Lord was alluding to 
them flowering as their 'glory'. The lily is glorious for what it is, not 

because it has laboured to make itself something other than it is. We will 
be made glorious by God in Christ. The city set on a hill cannot be hid. We 

are who and as we are before God. There is nothing to cover with 
clothing. This consideration alone puts the whole issue of present clothing 

into perspective.  

The Lord Jesus hinted indirectly at So lomon's pride when he said that 

Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one wild flower, symbolic of 
how God would clothe, with imputed righteousness, even the weakest 

believer (Mt. 6:29,30).   This reference to Solomon is only one of several 
hints th at our Lord read Solomon in a negative light.   He goes on to warn 

against excessive attention to food, drink and clothes (Mt. 6:31) -  all 
things which the court of Solomon revelled in to a quite extraordinary 

extent. "Take therefore no (anxious) thought for  the morrow... sufficient 
unto the day is the evil thereof" (Mt. 6:34) sounds like a rebuke of the 

way Solomon did just this in Ecclesiastes, as he intellectually battled with 
the sadness of knowing that all his achievements would mean nothing in 

the futur e. "But", says Jesus, "seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his 
righteousness, and all these things shall be added unto you" (Mt. 6:33) -  

clearly a reference to Solomon seeking Divine wisdom and subsequently 
being blessed; surely  the Lord is telling us to follow Solomon's example in 

this, but to avoid his pride and materialism. Solomon didnôt seek the 

future Kingdom of God, but rather his own. The Lord taught that we 
should love our enemies, and not fall into the trap of only loving those 

who love us (Mt. 5 :44 -46). He seems to be alluding here to Solomonôs 
claim that wisdom says: ñI love them that love meò (Prov. 8:17). Maybe 

Iôm wrong, and the Lord didnôt have His mind there on that passage; but 
in the context of Him re - interpreting and re -presenting Solomo n to us, it 

seems likely that He was consciously showing that Godôs grace is in fact 
the very opposite of what Solomon thought. God loves His enemies, and 

doesnôt only love those who love Him; and this is to be our credo 
likewise.  The record of how Solomon  spoke of his building of the temple 

can now be seen as blatant pride in his external appearance of 
spirituality;   without the foregoing analysis of the  hints  of Solomon's 

pride, this wouldn't necessarily be a correct conclusion to reach;   but with 
all the se inspired links, surely we can read the following as pure pride: 

"Solomon stood before the altar of the Lord in the presence of all the 

congregation of Israel, and spread forth his hands toward heaven (hardly 
praying in his closet!   Was Christ alluding t o Solomon in Mt. 6:6?)... the 

house that I have built for thy name" (1 Kings 8:22,44).   Solomon's 
frequent emphasis on the fact that  he built the house makes a telling 



connection with the principle that God does not live in houses  built  by 

men (Acts 17:24? )    

6:30  Now if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is here 
today -   The blessings God gives us do not come by clockwork -  we 

thankfully recognize they are individual acts of mercy towards us. 
Perhaps  our sometimes 'clockwork' prayers are an indicat ion that we think 

God's blessings of food etc. are clockwork too? In the same way, God 
individually and consciously cares for each blade of grass. Fundamentally, 

they do not grow merely as a result of chemical combination or 
photosynthesis, but due to the conscious care of God using such 

processes. See on 6:26. The worry - free life is a characteristic of the true 

believer. If God gave us His Son, how much more will He not give us ñall 
thingsò? The Lord brought out the point in Mt. 6:30: If God so clothes the 

grassé how much more will He clothe us, therefore, donôt worry! ñClotheò 
translates the Greek  amphi -hennumi -  to enrobe around. The Lord seems 

to have been referring to a type of wild flower that appears to be draped 
around by its natural skin, rather like  an iris. God gives the wild flowers 

robesé although they do not spin them or work for them (Mt. 6:29). 
Solomonôs robes werenôt as beautiful as them. And how much more  will 

God clothe us, both literally and with salvation (for this is how the Bible 
usually  uses the idea of God clothing us). God does so much for the lilies, 

who are to be óthrown into the fireôé a phrase which inevitably connects 
with the Lordôs other uses of that idea to describe the final condemnation 

of the wicked (as in James 1:11). God c ares for flowers, and He even 
cares and provides for those whom He will one day condemn. For God to 

keep such people alive is a conscious outflowing of His lavish energy, His 

gracious gift of life and health. If He does that for things and persons 
which wi ll ultimately be óthrown into the fireô, how much more  will He 

clothe us. Letôs remember that creation isnôt run on clockwork; God 
makes His rain come, and His sun to rise, on the just and unjust; Heôs 

aware when a bird falls from the air; counts the hairs  on our heads, as a 
mother dotes over a new -born babyôs features. Just by keeping alive 

humanity (indeed, all of creation), God is lavishing His grace and 
consciously outgiving of Himself.  

But tomorrow is thrown into the furnace -  We have noted that the ide a of 

'casting' is used by the Lord with reference to condemnation at the last 

day; and 'the oven' is reminiscent of the imagery of Gehenna fire to 
destroy the rejected. If God shows so much care and gives so much 

passing glory to that which shall be reject ed and be ultimately unused by 
Him in eternity -  how much more will he clothe us whom He loves and has 

accepted with His nature. All worry about what garment we shall 
physically put on, let alone whether it has a brand name on it or not, 

becomes subsumed be neath the wonder of the metaphor of our final 
clothing.  



Will He not more surely care for you, O you of little faith! -  The word is 

used another three times in Matthew (Mt. 8:26; 14:31; 16:8). In each 
case it refers specifically to a lack of faith in the sav ing power of Jesus. 

The "little faith" is not so much in God's promised provision of physical 
clothing, but in the promise of final clothing in salvation. But God's care 

even for those whom He shall condemn, keeping them in life, and the 
glory He gives to the plant and animal creation which last but for days, is 

sure encouragement that He shall so much more super abundantly clothe 
us with salvation -  and also, will ensure we don't go physically naked in 

this world. The Gospel records, as transcripts of the d isciples' early 
preaching, show the disciples appealing to others to have faith, to believe 

and be baptized. And yet the same accounts record so often how weak 
and small was the disciples' faith. Matthew is a classic example: Mt. 6:30; 

8:26; 14:31; 16:8; 1 7:20. It was on the basis of this acknowledged 
weakness of their own, that the disciples could appeal so powerfully to 

others. The more real they showed themselves to be, the more credible 

was their appeal.  

6:31  Therefore, do not be anxious, saying, What s hall we eat? or, What 
shall we drink? or, How shall we be clothed? -  The three things God 

provided for Israel in their wilderness journey. The same old clothes, food 
(manna) and water, of course. But He provided for them.  

 God will provide for us to be "clo thed", but the question is, how does He 
provide? The same word is used in Mt. 25:36,38,43 about the believer in 

Christ who is not clothed, and needs to be clothed by other believers -  
some of whom refuse to, whilst others do. If God really does provide food  

and clothing for His people -  why are some apparently without them? One 
window onto that question might be that potentially all such needs have 

been met, in that the food and clothing is within the brotherhood. But 
there can be a dysfunction, in that it is  not shared out as it should be -  

meaning that some go without the provision which God has potentially 
provided. But another window is that David could say that he had never 

seen the seed of the righteous begging bread at any time in his long and 
varied lif e (Ps. 37:25). And despite a lifetime in the poorer world I also 

have yet to encounter this. The promise holds true, in my observation.  

6:32  For the Gentiles clamour for all these things -  God's people who 

worry and spend their thoughts on eating, drinking and clothing are no 
better than the Gentile world. This was a radical thing to say to first 

century Jews. It is a common Biblical theme that the unspiritual amongst 
God's people shall share the judgments of the world whom in spirit they 

are like. The idea of the Gentiles seeking is of course from Is. 11:10, 
where we read that finally the Gentiles will seek unto Christ (as in Acts 

15:17). Perhaps the idea is that we should right now have that changed 
direction of 'seeking' which the Gentile world will have i n the future. Our 

practical life in Christ is really all about our response to the abounding 



nature of Godôs grace. If we really believe it, then we will trust in Him and 

not worry. Mt. 6:32 goes on to imply that the difference between the 
Gentile world an d the believer in Christ is quite simply that we believe 

that our Father has this level of care and concern for us; and therefore we 
will not worry, whereas the unbelieving world worry constantly about 

material things. This is how much of a ófirst principleô this really is. 

'Clamour' is the idea of seeking, and is parallel with 'thinking' anxiously in 
:31. Again it is the overall direction of our hearts, to where our seeking is 

set, our mental life and thinking, which is the issue. Rather than 
individual ac ts of spiritual failure or success.  

Even though your heavenly Father knows you have need of them all -  God 
knows our human situation. Our faithlessness and lack of spiritual 

mindedness is because of an unspoken sense that actually He is unaware 
of our needs  and the nature of being human. But the God who knows all 

things is not unaware of humanity and the needs which accompany being 
human. Frequently the prophecies directed to the Jews returning from 

Babylon spoke at length of God's amazing knowledge -  because  the sense 
was that whilst God existed, He did not know close -up about the human 

situation. He does, of course, know perfectly.  

Hapas , 'all things', means strictly 'each and every one of'. God knows 

every single human need relating to eating, drinking, clo thing and 
existing. And He knows better than we do our greatest need -  to eat and 

drink of that bread and blood which gives eternal life, and to be clothed 
with His nature.  

6:33  So seek first -  Seeking is paralleled with taking thought in :31,32. 

The overall  direction of our lives must be towards the Kingdom of God 

above all. If that is put "first", then actually there is no room for thought 
about much else. The idea is not 'Seek the Kingdom first, and other 

things secondly'. Rather must the 'seeking' of our thinking be towards the 
Kingdom. 'Seeking' was a common Hebraism for 'worship'. But the Lord 

has defined 'seeking' as thinking, as the overall direction of our mental 
state, our heart. It was not merely a question of going through the 

worship rituals of Ju daism in a holy space such as the temple. True 
worship is redefined as the state of our heart.  

His Kingdom -  I noted under 6:10 that the coming of the Kingdom in our 

lives is through the doing of God's will. The Lord's message is not simply 

that we should long for the coming of the Kingdom at His second coming; 
it is that starting right now, we should seek above all things to extend the 

principles of the Kingdom (as taught in the Lord's parables of the 
Kingdom) in our lives and in the world around us.  

And H is righteousness -  The Sermon was intended for those who earnestly 

wished to be righteous but felt unable to attain it as they wished (see on 



5:6). Yet we should continue 'seeking' it. And Paul takes the thought 

further by declaring that if we really seek t o be righteous, then we will 
become "in Christ" and believe in God's offer of imputed righteousness.  

And all these things -  Semitic languages such as Aramaic and Hebrew can 

often have various levels of meaning in a phrase. The phrase may mean 
or say one thi ng, but also suggest something else. We are of course 

reading the expression of those phrases in Greek.  Pas tauta  (usually 
translated "all these things") need not necessarily be translated as a 

plural. The idea could equally be 'The whole, complete thing' -  we might 
say 'The real deal'. And that would make sense of the connection between 

'added' and Mt. 6:27, which speaks of how we cannot 'add' a cubit to our 

lifespan. The implication could be that 'the real deal', the  real  thing -  
eternal life, salvation in God's Kingdom - shall be added if we seek that 

Kingdom first and foremost. Alternatively, we can interpret more in line 
with the common translations and understand that 'all these things' is the 

same 'all these things' of the preceding verse 32 -  the materia l things 
which God knows we need. These things  will be added  to us if we do not 

seek them first, but rather seek God's Kingdom first. But there is the 
suggestion that the real 'all things' for us is eternity in God's Kingdom. 

For a discussion of what may h ave happened if these basic things are 
apparently  not  added to a believer, see on 6:31.  

Shall be added to you -  The only other usage of the word in Matthew is 
just a few verses earlier, where the Lord has pointed out that we are 

unable to 'add' a cubit to o ur length of human life nor to our body height 
(6:27).  

6:34  Therefore do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will care 

for itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own -  The only other 
occurrence of the Greek word in Matthew is a few verses earlie r in :30. 

God provides for the grass which "tomorrow" will be cast into the fire. We 
observed under 6:30 that this is the language of condemnation. If God 

even keeps alive and provides for those who shall be condemned, and the 

things of the animal and plan t creation which live for only a day or so, 
how much more will He care for us. The "tomorrow" which is in view is 

therefore the ultimate 'tomorrow' -  of the coming of Christ. We are to take 
no anxious thought for the outcome of that day if we know that in o ur 

hearts we are seeking the things of the Kingdom above all. In the same 
spirit, Paul taught that all who wholeheartedly love the Lord's appearing 

shall be saved (2 Tim. 4:8). We should not be full of worried thought 
about our possible rejection on that d ay, but rather the overall thinking of 

our mind should be positively full of the things of the Kingdom. "Sufficient 
unto the day is the evil thereof" could be read as meaning 'Yes there will 

be evil for some on that day, but don't waste your thoughts worry ing 
about that. If your heart is for the Kingdom of God, you are secure. Don't 

worry about it". Although this is the ultimate sense of 'tomorrow' which 



the Lord has in mind, His words can be understood on a quite simple 

literal level too. We are to live on e day at a time without worrying about 
the future, because quite simply -  God will provide. Each day has its own 

problems, and don't worry about them ahead of time. Rather focus your 
thinking and mental energy upon the things of God's Kingdom. This is 

exact ly in the spirit of the command in the Lord's model prayer to ask for 
enough food only for today (6:11). Living like this is of course seen by the 

world as irresponsible. But it is not irresponsible if we do so with a firm 
faith that God is responsible for  our tomorrows.  

  

  



CHAPTER 7 
7:1  Judge not, that you be not judged -  For Paul, one phrase from these 
chapters echoed in his mind throughout the years; thus "Judge not, that 

ye be not judged" (Mt. 7:1) is at the basis of Rom. 2:1; the whole of 
Rom. 14, and 1 Cor. 4:3,5. The Lord's teaching about judging does not in 

fact say that the act of condemning our brother is in itself a sin -  it's 
simply that we must cast out the beam from our own eye first, and then 

we can judge our brother by pointing out to him the splinter in his eye. 
But the Lord tells us not to judge because He foresaw that we would 

never completely throw out the beam from our own eye. His command 
not to judge /  condemn at all was therefore in this sense a concession to 

our inevitable weakness (Mt . 7:1 -5). The commentary of James on this 

part of the Sermon is interesting: ñDonôt speak against one another, 
brothers. He who speaks against a brother and judges his brother, speaks 

against the law and judges the law. But if you judge the law, you are no t 
a doer of the law, but a judge" (James 4:11). In what sense is to judge / 

condemn our brother to judge the law? And which law? Maybe James 
considered Mt. 7:1 to be so fundamental a part of "the law of Christ" that 

he refers to it as "the law". I suggest under 7:24 that James considers the 
Sermon to be "the perfect law". The Lord had taught clearly that under 

His law, to condemn meant being condemned. Yet there were those in 
James' readership, as there are today, who think they can go ahead and 

condemn oth ers. Seeing the Lord's law is so clear, James is saying that 
effectively they are condemning the law of Jesus, placing themselves as 

judges over His law by deciding that they can break it at will.  

 

7:2  For  with what judgment you judge, you shall be judged -  The 
"judgment" is of condemnation -  every one of the 28 occurrences of the 

Greek word refer to "damnation" or "condemnation". The 'judging' which 
is prohibited in :1 is therefore of condemning others.  

And with what measure you use, it shall be applied to y ou -  This verse 

begins with "For". Because of the principle that we shall be condemned if 

we condemn, we need to remember that we will receive according to the 
measure we use to people in this life. Again, a direct connection is made 

between our judgment ex perience before Jesus at the last day, and our 
attitude to others now.   

 

7:3  And why do you see the splinter that is in your brother's eye but 
ignore the plank that is in your own eye? -  In Luke, the Lord prefaces this 

mini -parable by saying that the blind can't lead the blind. For Him, a man 
with even slightly impaired vision was effectively blind. In this very 

context He speaks of the need to be "perfect... as his master". Only the 

perfect, by implication, can criticize their brethren. And the final reason  
He gives for not attempting to cast out the plank from our brother's eye is 



that "For a good tree bringeth not forth corrupt fruit ò. This is rather hard 

to understand in the context. But on reflection, it seems that He is 
teaching that if we are good tree s, we will have no corrupt fruit, no 

splinters in our eye -  and because none of us are like this, there is corrupt 
fruit on each of us, we aren't perfect as our Master, therefore we 

shouldn't think of trying to cast out the plank from our brother's eye (Lk.  
6:39 -43). And of course He bids us to be perfect as our Father is. These 

high standards of demand were mixed with an incredible grace. Only a 
man who was evidently perfect could speak like this with any realness or 

credibility. Otherwise His words would j ust have been seen as the ravings 
of a weirdo. But there was a realness to His perfection that made and 

makes His demands so piercingly appropriate to us. The way He handled 
His perfection is a wonderful insight into His character. He knew that He 

was with out sin; and He knew that the life He lived moment by moment 
was to be the pattern for all Godôs people. Yet somehow, He handled this 

in a manner which was never arrogant, never proud, and never off -

putting to sinners; but rather, actually inviting to them . 

This continues the context about judging from verses 1 and 2. Our 
attitude to others will be the Lord's attitude to us at the last day. If we 

are hyper -critical of others, then this is how the Lord will look upon us. 
If  He should mark iniquity in us, non e could stand (Ps. 130:3) -  and we 

should struggle with the natural human tendency to mark iniquity in 
others. The question 'Why...?' is answered by the Lord in verse 4 -  He 

perceived that we excuse our judgmentalness and critical attitudes with 
the excuse t hat we actually want to assist the poor person who is the 

object of our critical gaze. How many times have we heard the bitterest, 

most carping criticism of others -  rounded off with the excuse 'I actually 
really feel so sorry for him'. This is the very men tality the Lord is bringing 

to our attention. He bids us realize how we justify critical attitudes 
towards others on the basis that we kind ourselves that we want to help 

them.  
 

The splinter is literally, a twig. Both a twig and a beam are all of the same 
material -  wood. If the Lord was indeed a woodworker, He would have 

prepared this teaching during meditation in His workplace. The point is, 
all our faults are of the same essence. The problem is that although we 

have been called out of darkness / blindness  into the light of life, we are 
still blind in so many ways -  even though blindness is a feature of the 

unsaved, and ignorance of God is the basis of His anger with men (2 
Thess. 1:8). Crystal clear teaching of Jesus relating to wealth, brotherly 

love, pers onal forgiveness, the vital unity of His church, personal purityé 

these all go ignored in some way by each of us, and therefore by us as a 
community. The Lord gently warns us that we are  all  likely to be blind in 

some way -  why, He asks, are we so keen to c omment on our brother's 
blindness / darkness, when we too have such limited vision (Mt. 7:3)? We 

can read the same passages time and again, and fail to let them really 



register.  

 
"Consider not" is alluded to by James. James is full of references to the 

Ser mon, and James 1:23,24 repeat this Greek word for "consider". James 
warns that we can be like the man who considers / beholds his face in a 

mirror and then carries on with life, immediately forgetting what he has 
seen of himself. It's not that we are total ly, blissfully unaware of our 

faults. We see / consider them, but for a fleeting moment. And then live 
as if we have not seen them. The Lord is telling us to indeed see / 

consider our own planks. The idea seems to be that the plank in our own 
eye is our ju dgmental attitude towards our brother. This is what damages 

our vision; John teaches that we cannot see where we are walking if we 
hate our brother in our heart (1 Jn. 2:11). If we are without this major 

impediment to our vision, then maybe we will be able  to assist others with 
removing small parts [a twig] of the major problems [a beam] which we 

have ourselves overcome.  

 

7:4  Or how will you say to your brother -  Remember that the Sermon was 
spoken to the disciples. The Lord is foreseeing how things would te nd to 

go in the life of His collective people. There is something grotesque, 
absurd, over the top in this story. Christ's parables often have an element 

of unreality in them to highlight how His attitudes are unusual (e.g. the 
employer who pays all his men  the same wages for different hours of 

work). And these unusual attitudes of His reflect the sensitivity of 
Jesus.  But in this story of the two carpenters there is something not only 

unreal, but almost cartoon - like. We read it and think 'The Lord's obvious ly 

exaggerating, nobody would really be so foolish'. But that's exactly how 
He knew we would think! Our attempts to sort out our brother really are 

that absurd! Christ is effectively saying: 'Now, I know you'll think I'm 
exaggerating -  but I'm not' (Lk. 6:4 1,42). Often it seems the Lord intends 

us to think His parables through to their end, imagining the necessary 
details. A splinter will come out of the eye naturally, it's presence will 

provoke tears which ultimately will wash it out. 'The grief of life wil l work 
on your brother to solve his problem, there are some spiritual weaknesses 

which time and the experience of life will heal; but I know you people will 
want to rush in and speed up the spiritual growth of your brother. But you 

can't do it!'. Christ ev en foresaw how we will stress the fact that our 
fellow believer is our "brother" as we try to do this; as if we'll try to be so 

righteous in the very moment when in God's eyes we do something 
grotesquely foolish. Doubtless the Lord's carpenter years were t he time 

when He formulated this story. Perhaps He intends us to take it further, 

and pick up the implication that these two carpenters couldn't help each 
other; but there's another one who can...   See on 13:28.  

Let me remove the splinter in your eye, when you have a plank in your 

own eye? -  "Remove" is s.w. 'cast out' in :5. The word is elsewhere used 



about the casting out of the rejected in condemnation (Mt. 8:12; 22:13; 

25:30; Lk. 13:28; Jn. 6:37). It is also used about casting out from church 
(3 Jn. 10) a nd synagogue and society (Acts 13:50; Jn. 9:34; Lk. 6:22). In 

Luke's account of the Lord's presentation of the material, he uses the 
same word for "cast out" from religious association (Lk. 6:22) as he does 

just a few verses later for this 'casting out' of  splinters (Lk. 6:42). The 
casting out is therefore a judgmental condemning of others -  and that is 

the connection with the preceding context of Mt. 7:1 -3. In practice, this 
involved religious disfellowship. Christ's people are to associate with each 

other in fellowship because they are convinced that by grace, they in the 
body of Christ shall share eternity together. To 'cast out' from fellowship 

someone is therefore to effectively 'cast them out' in condemnation. The 
same word is used in both senses. The L ord's parable is most insightful -  

because He observes that actually to do this is a natural tendency for His 
followers, and they will justify it in terms of thinking they are doing it out 

of concern. And yet their attempt to do this is in fact the plank in  their 

own eye. That judgmentalism is in fact a far worse failing than any fault 
they have observed in their brother. And this all flows directly and 

seamlessly on from the Lord's point blank statement that He will condemn 
those who condemn others (Mt. 7:1 ). The practice and upholding of the 

wicked practice of disfellowship therefore appears to be an issue upon 
which our eternity may be staked. We must pay any price, including social 

death and being cut off from communities and families we have known 
and lo ved, in order to avoid doing this.  

We cannot "behold" our plank. This is an invitation to try to actually see 

the plank in your own eye. The plank is there exactly because you have 

tried to 'cast out' your brother, having heard the Lord's teaching about 
th e need for a "single eye" (Mt. 6:22) and deciding that your brother's 

eye is defective. The plank is your judgmentalism. And that is what is so 
hard to perceive.  

 

7:5  You hypocrite -  Usually on the Lord's lips with reference to the 
Pharisees whom the Lord c learly detested and whom the rank and file 

disciples whom He was addressing likewise despised. But the Lord is 
saying that their critical, condemnatory attitude to each other would make 

them no different to the Pharisees.  

First -  The Greek  proton  suggests t hat the following clause is of ultimate, 

supreme importance; it's not simply a chronological statement that 'first 
do this, then do that'. If we condemn ourselves in our self -examination, 

we will not be condemned (1 Cor. 11:31). We are to most importantly 
[Gk.  proton ] ñcast outò the beam from our own eye (Lk. 6:42)-  and the 

Lord uses the same word about the ócasting forthô of the rejected at the 
last day. We are to judge our own weaknesses as worthy of 

condemnation.  



 

Remove the plank from your own eye and t hen shall you -  We are to 
condemn ourselves firstly, recognizing our major blindness, and then with 

the humility of spirit elicited by this, we will have crystal clear vision with 
which to assist others.  

 

See clearly to remove the splinter in your brother's  eye -  The Greek  dia -
blepo  is related to the verb  blepo  in :3 ("why do you  behold / see  the 

splinter..."). The judgmental believer sees the splinter in his brother's eye 
and wants to condemn him for it, but the one who has repented of his 

judgmentalism and removed that plank from his spiritual vision will see 

through ('through' is really the sense of  dia ). The translation "see clearly" 
doesn't seem to me to have much to commend it. The one who has 

repented of the plank of his judgmentalism will see through c asting out / 
condemning the splinter in his brother's eye. "Then" you will see through 

casting out the splinter from his eye -  tote  more comfortably carries the 
sense of 'right then'. The moment you repent of your condemnatory 

judgmentalism, you immediately  see through condemning your brother's 
weakness. And so the Lord has powerfully enforced His principle which He 

began with at the start of this section -  do not condemn. And through this 
profound parable of casting out splinters and planks, He has brought u s to 

see through our brother's splinter. But the only way you can do that is to 
cast out / condemn your own condemnatory attitudes. It is often claimed 

that those who have committed what some would see as 'major' sins feel 
unable to judge others for their sins, and this is seen as a weakness. But 

actually, we are all major sinners. Those who have repented or matured 

into softer, non -condemnatory attitudes are mature, and not 'weak' as 
they are portrayed by their hard line brethren.  

 

The Lord foresaw the pro blems we would have within our community of 
believers in Him; from the schisms of the first century to the struggles of 

latter day believers. This story is a classic -  of the carpenter with a beam 
in his own eye who is so keen to extract the splinter from t he eye of his 

fellow worker (note how he almost forces himself upon his brother to do 
this!). There is something grotesque, absurd, over the top in this story. In 

this story of the two carpenters there is something not only unreal, but 

almost cartoon - like.  We read it and think 'The Lord's obviously 
exaggerating, nobody would really be so foolish'. But that's exactly how 

He knew we would think! Our attempts to sort out our brother really are 
that absurd! Christ is effectively saying: 'Now, I know you'll thin k I'm 

exaggerating -  but I'm not' (Lk. 6:41,42). Often it seems the Lord intends 
us to think His parables through to their end, imagining the necessary 

details. A splinter will come out of the eye naturally, its presence will 
provoke tears which ultimately will wash it out. 'The grief of life will work 

on your brother to solve his problem, there are some spiritual weaknesses 



which time and the experience of life will heal; but I know you people will 

want to rush in and speed up the spiritual growth of your b rother. But you 
can't do it!'. Christ even foresaw how we will stress the fact that our 

fellow believer is our "brother" as we try to do this; as if we'll try to be so 
righteous in the very moment when in God's eyes we do something 

grotesquely foolish. Dou btless the Lord's carpenter years were the time 
when He formulated this story of the two carpenters. Significantly they 

both had wood in their eye -  as if a brother will tend to seek to correct 
another brother who has in essence the same weaknesses, but the  

óhelpingô brother considers that the other brotherôs is so much greater 
than his. Perhaps the Lord intends us to take it further, and pick up the 

implication that these two carpenters couldn't help each other; but there's 
another one who can...   

 
In Luke,  having spoken of the need to tolerate our brother, the Lord Jesus 

repeated His common theme: that there is no third road: "Why beholdest 
thou the mote that is in thy brother's eye...? For a good tree bringeth not 

forth corrupt fruit; neither doth a corrup t tree bring forth good fruit" (Lk. 
6:41 -43). There's no third position. Either we love our brother, and bring 

forth good fruit; or we don't get down to it, and bring forth bad fruit. We 
can't sometimes bring forth good, sometimes bad. At heart, we are eit her 

loving or selfishly hateful. Anything less than following Yahweh with all 
our heart is seen as doing evil in His eyes (1 Kings 11:6).  

 
If we can achieve true self -examination, perceiving what needs to be cast 

out of our lives and doing so, we have achi eved something extremely 
valuable. We need to ask ourselves what real, practical influence the 

Gospel is having upon us; for life in Christ is about change, not mere 
acceptance (let alone inheritance) of a theological position which we 

loyally preserve to the end of our days as many misguided religious folk 
do. The value of true change is brought out powerfully when the Lord 

speaks of casting our pearls before pigs, to be trodden underfoot by 
them. He says this immediately after stating that we are to ñcast outò the 

beams from our own eyes; but we are not to ñcast [out]ò our pearls 
before pigs (Mt. 7:5,6) -  the Greek words for ñcast outò in 7:5 (ek -ballo ) 

and ñcastò in 7:6 (ballo ) are related. Clearly verse 6 belongs in the section 

about judging which begins in :1. The idea of being ñcast outò is found 
earlier in the Sermon on the Mount, where the Lord warns of how saltless 

salt will be ñcast outò and trodden underfoot (Mt. 5:13), the unforgiving 
will be ñcast outò into prison (Mt. 5:25), those without fruit will be ñcast 

outò into the fire (Mt. 7:29). To be cast out is to be rejected at the last 
day; and by condemning ourselves now in our self -examination, casting 

out the eye that offends (Mt. 5:29,30), we avoid having to be ñcast outò 
at the last judgment. If  we condemn ourselves now in our self -

examination, we shall not need to be condemned at the last day (1 Cor. 



11:31). But we are not to cast out our pearls before pigs, lest they 

trample them underfoot and attack us. In this context, I take this to mean 
tha t the offending eyes etc. which we cast out are not to be cast out to 

the world, lest they condemn us (which is how the Lord used the figure of 
trampling underfoot in Mt. 5:13). Thus the teaching about not casting 

pearls before pigs is seamlessly in contex t with the previous teaching 
about casting the beam out of our eye. Our repentances are to be before 

God and not necessarily the uncomprehending world. The pigs wouldôve 
confused true pearls with swine feed, and become angry once they 

realized those stones  werenôt food but stones. They just wouldnôt have 
appreciated them. This isnôt any justification for hypocrisy; itôs simply 

stating that repentance is a private thing before God. But the point to 
note is that the offending eyes etc. which are cast out are likened by the 

Lord to ñpearlsò; they are of such priceless value. Thus we see the 
colossal importance of true change, of self -examination resulting in the 

transformation of human life in practice.  

 

7:6  Do not give -  We are to judge, but not to condemn (7:1 ). Clearly this 
verse 6 requires us to show discernment.   

 

That which is holy to the dogs -  Hagios , "the holy", could be translated 

'the holy ones', the saints. They were not to be thrown out to the dogs -  
i.e. to be condemned. This command not to condemn would then fit in 

seamlessly with the teaching of the preceding verses. The dogs which 
were on the edge of the city are associated with condemnation in both 

Jewish thought and Biblically (Ps. 59:6,14; Rev. 22:15). We are not to 
condemn, to throw the saints  out to the dogs.  

 

Nor cast -  Ballo , related to  ekballo  ("cast out") in :5. I have noted several 
times that 'casting out' is used in the Lord's thought for condemnation.  

 
Your pearls -  Pearls represent the believers. The 12 pearls of Rev. 21:21 

represent the  12 disciples. The Lord Jesus in His work with us is "seeking 
goodly pearls" (Mt. 13:45). The pearls are 'ours' in the sense that all that 

are Christ's are ours, as He makes explicit in John 17. His pearls are our 
brethren.   

 
Before the pigs, lest they trample them under their feet -  Trampling by 

pigs was another Jewish figure of condemnation, of rejection into the 
Gentile world. Earlier in the Sermon, the Lord used the figure of trampling 

[s.w.] to describe condemnation and rejection (Mt. 5:13). To tramp le 
under foot meant to despise and specifically, to reject (s.w. Heb. 10:29 

"trodden underfoot the Son of God"). Again the point is being made -  don't 



condemn your brethren and treat them as mere worldlings, or even 

worse, those who shall be rejected from G od's Kingdom. To refuse to 
fellowship them is treating them just like that.   

 

And turn again and tear you to pieces -  If we condemn our brethren, as it 
were casting them out to the pigs -  those same pigs will turn on us and 

rend us -  i.e.,  we  will share the s ame condemnation which we gave our 
brethren. And thus the point of 7:1 is repeated -  if you condemn, you shall 

be condemned. The same word translated "rend" is used by the Lord in 
Mt. 9:17 about how the wine of the new covenant will "burst" or destroy 

the o ld wineskins and the wine will run out from them. The bursting or 

rending of the wineskins is a picture of destruction and condemnation. 
The pigs of condemnation to whom we consigned our brethren will turn 

again and trample  us  underfoot. Therefore -  do not condemn, and you will 
not be condemned. This interpretation of verse 6 fits snugly into the 

context of the preceding verses. Any attempt to make it apply to not 
offering the Gospel to "pigs" in case we get hurt by them would seem out 

of context -  and contra ry to the spirit of taking the Gospel to all men 
without discrimination, and never holding back in sharing the Gospel from 

fear that we might get beat up for it.   

 

7:7  Ask and it shall be given you -  The connections within the Sermon 
surely send us back to Mt. 5:42 "Give to him that asks". The same Greek 

words are used. Our responsiveness to others will be reflected in God's 
responsiveness to us. And yet the Lord's style throughout the sermon is 

to elevate the natural onto a higher, spiritual plane. This is not a blank 
cheque promise, as is clear from both personal experience and Bible 

teaching. What we can be utterly assured of being given is God's grace 
and salvation. The Lord surely foresaw that the initial mental objection to 

His words would be 'But that' s not true! I don't get everything I ask for, 
and neither did many Bible characters!'. But He wanted us to therefore 

think further as to what He might be really saying -  and what He is saying 
is that forgiveness and salvation will surely be given to whoever  asks. 

These things are summarized in 7:11 as God for sure giving "good things 
to them that ask Him". The parallel Lk. 11:13 summarizes those "good 

things" as "the Holy Spirit". The power of spiritual victory, the real way to 

holiness in practice, a spirit ual mind, unity through forgiveness with God's 
mind / spirit, is assured to those who simply ask for it in faith. Seeking 

and finding, knocking on the door and it being opened, are likewise 
metaphors elsewhere used for God's assured positive response to ou r 

spiritual requests. John's equivalent to this part of the Sermon is perhaps 
the Lord's assurance that He will definitely  give  "living water" to 

whoever  asks  Him (Jn. 4:10); and the frequent references to us being 
given "the Holy Spirit" or whatever we as k in His Name if it results in the 

Father being glorified (Jn. 14:13,14; 15:7,16; 16:23,24,26). The letter of 



James is full of reference to the Sermon, and his allusion to 'ask and you 

will be given' is that if any man ask for  wisdom , he will be given it ( James 
1:5,6), but a man will  not  be given things if he asks for material things to 

fulfil  his own natural desires (James 4:2,3). It's as if James is answering 
the primitive objection: 'Jesus said if you ask, you will be given -  but I 

asked for stuff and nev er got it'. And his answer is that the blank cheque 
promise is obviously about asking for spiritual things, not material things. 

1 Jn. 3:22; 5:14,15 likewise speak of receiving whatever we ask -  in the 
context of saying that we can look forward to the day o f judgment and be 

confident of acceptance there. God is willing and eager to save us, as the 
whole wonder of the crucifixion makes clear. If we ask for forgiveness, 

salvation and the strength to be spiritual, then He has promised to give 
those things to us . The wonder of that means that any attempt to try to 

as it were extort material blessing from God is sadly inappropriate and 
will not enter the mind of those who are rejoicing in His salvation.  

 
Seek and you shall find -  As David "found" God through experi encing His 

forgiveness, so can "every one that is Godly" today (Ps. 32:6). It is quite 
possible that "seek and you shall find ò was  uttered by the Lord with his 

mind on Ps. 32:6 and David's experience. After all, we cannot expect this 
to be a blank cheque o ffer, that whatever we seek for we must receive. 

But if these words are an allusion to David's seeking and finding 
forgiveness in Ps. 32:6, then the promise is more realistic. If we seek for 

forgiveness and a living relationship with God, then we have this  
unconditional promise that we  will  find this. Yet in a sense, the time when 

we will ultimately find God will be at the judgment: we will "find mercy of 

the Lord in that day" (2 Tim. 1:18), so that "ye may be found of him in 
peace, without spot and blamele ss" (2 Pet. 3:14). We will find God, as He 

will find us, in that great moment of consummation; "for then shall (we) 
know (God), even as also (we) are known" by Him (1 Cor. 13:12; ). Then 

we will "be  found  in him... that I may (then)  know  him " (Phil. 3:9,10 ). Yet 
David says that after forgiveness, we can find and know God. It is as if 

whenever we sin, we in a sense face our judgment seat. And the 
knowledge and 'finding' of God which we will then enjoy should be 

prefigured in our present experience of forgive ness. Should we not 
therefore pray for forgiveness with the intensity with which we would at 

the judgment, if we were then offered the chance to do so?   
The 'seeking' which is in view is clearly of spiritual things. Not long 

previously in the Sermon, the Lord had used the same word in 
encouraging us to above all "seek the Kingdom of God" (Mt. 6:33). And 

now He is encouraging us that if we seek it, we will 'find' it -  the word for 

"find" is elsewhere translated "obtain". If we really want the things of the 
Kingdom and to eternally be in that environment -  we will be. The Lord 

Jesus Himself went out seeking for goodly pearls -  and found them (Mt. 
13:45,46). He goes seeking His sheep -  and finds it (Mt. 18:12,13). He 

"found" faith in a Gentile (Mt. 8:10), He was a s the woman who sought 



and found her precious coin (Lk. 15:8,9). Our seeking the things of the 

Kingdom is therefore not merely our personal seeking a place in its future 
establishment upon earth. We can seek the progress of the Kingdom 

principles which com prise the reign and kingship of God on earth right 
now. Part of that is in seeking men and women to submit to that Kingship 

/ Kingdom. And that too shall ultimately succeed, as the Lord Jesus 
demonstrated in His own life despite so many setbacks and failur es in 

response to Him. 'But nobody's interested!' is really the cry of unbelief in 
this promise. If we are seeking for men and women to submit to the 

things of God's Kingdom, then we shall find them -  even if they may not 
join our denomination or agree tota lly with all of our theology.  

Knock and it shall be opened to you -  This again is the language of 
preaching. For Paul appears to allude to it three times in speaking of how 

doors of opportunity have been opened for him in the work of the Gospel 
(1 Cor. 16:9 ; 2 Cor. 2:12; Col. 4:3). The implication is surely that he had 

knocked in prayer, and the doors had been opened. If we pray for 
opportunities to preach, to save people (rather than spending our mental 

energy on condemning our brethren, in the context of : 6), then God will 
respond. According to our principle of letting the Sermon interpret itself, it 

may be that the idea of the door being opened looks back to Mt. 6:6 -  in 
prayer, we are to shut our door and pray. And our knocking means that 

the door is opene d. The particular metaphor of knocking upon a door and 
it being opened is used in Lk. 12:36 about the Lord knocking on our door 

at the second coming, and us opening; yet He stands today and knocks at 
the door, and we are to open to Him (Rev. 3:20). The poi nt is surely that 

our relationship with Him is mutual, we knock and He opens, He knocks 

and we open. And at the last day, tragically too late, the rejected knock 
and the door will not be opened to them (Lk. 13:25). Their knocking is a 

desperate plea for sa lvation. But if we ask for it in this life -  we shall 
receive it. So the metaphor speaks of seeking salvation and a relationship 

with the Lord in this life, but in context of the rest of the verse it also 
refers to our desire for others to have the door ope ned to them. John's 

equivalent to all this is perhaps His description of the Lord Jesus as the 
door, through whom any man may enter in to salvation. It's the same 

idea -  the door is easily opened in this life, indeed the implication is that 
Jesus is effecti vely an open door for all who believe in Him.   

7:8 For everyone that asks receives, and he that seeks finds, and to him 
that knocks it shall be opened -  Note that the first two clauses [asking and 

seeking] are in the present tense. If we ask and seek for sp iritual things, 
we shall receive them. But the metaphor of knocking and opening I 

suggested on 7:7 has a specific reference to seeking salvation at the last 
day. Hence the Lord uses the future tense. His repetition of what He has 

said in 7:7 is to drive ho me the wonder of it all. That if we ask for 
salvation, for ourselves as well as opportunities for others to have it, for 

the extension of God's Kingdom and glory -  we really will receive it.  



 

The other couplets use the same Greek words as in 7:7 (seek... fi nd; 
knock... opened). 'Ask' is the same Greek word, but  lambano  is used for 

'receive' rather than  didomi  ("given", 7:7). The words 'ask... receive' are 
to be found again in Jn. 16:24, where the Lord says that in the era of the 

comforter, whatever is asked for in His Name will be received. This would 
not be the only time that the Sermon appears to look ahead to the 

promises of the Comforter era -  see on 5:4. James 4:3 continues James' 
commentary on the Sermon by saying that his readership asked and did 

not re ceive (same Greek words) because they asked for the wrong things 
from the wrong motives. He was correcting the impression some had 

taken that the Lord was offering a blank cheque for anything. Our 
commentary so far has shown that the Lord is promising salv ation and the 

things connected with the extension of His Kingdom principles in our lives 
and those of others.   

 

7:9  Which one of you -  The Lord was addressing the disciples in Matthew's 
record of the Sermon. We can imagine Him looking around at each of 

them . 

If his son asks him for bread, will give him a stone? -  Ask... giv e are the 
same words as in 7:7. The Lord sensed that His promise of Divine 

response to prayer for salvation would be so hard for them to accept. He 
is here persuading them by all manner of methods to simply accept that 

reality. We are God's children, and He will not be cruel to us. It would be 
unnatural and counter - instinctive for Him to not save us. For His is the 

Kingdom - therefore He desires to give it to us, He designed it for us.   

 
The point has been made that loaves of bread looked like stones, just as 

there were some fish (similar to eels) caught in the sea of Galilee which 
looked like snakes (7:10). This surely played a part in the Lord's 

temptation to turn the stones of the wildernes s into bread (Mt. 4:3). The 
similarity of the Aramaic words for bread and stone would have 

strengthened the connection. The simple message is that God will not 
play a cruel trick on us -  because He is our loving Father. The Lord sensed 

human scepticism abou t God's simple offer of salvation. It is simply there -  
for all who will trust Him in a simple, child - like way. Perhaps the stone is 

to be connected with how the same word is used for the millstone of 
condemnation in Mk. 9:42 and Rev. 18:21, and "the stone of stumbling" 

in 1 Pet. 2:8. If we seek the bread of the Kingdom (a common Jewish 
concept at the time, Lk. 14:15), God will not condemn us. Note how the 

Lord spoke of salvation and relation with Him as "the children's bread" 

(Mt. 15:26), the bread of salva tion given ( didomi  as in Mt. 7:7) freely (Jn. 
6:32). The Lord saw to the essence of human fear -  of Divine 

condemnation, that instead of the children's bread we would be given the 
stone of condemnation. One reason for the crucifixion was in order to try 

to openly persuade the world of God's grace -  that it is for real. The Lord's 



teaching here signals one of man's greatest difficulties: to believe in God's 

grace. To accept His desire and passion to save us.  

 The  giving  of bread to us by Jesus at the breaking of bread 
( lambano  again, as in 7:8) is surely an acted parable of His utter 

commitment to indeed give us the bread we seek above all things 
(Mt.   26:26). Earlier in the Sermon, the Lord had used the same words to 

teach us to do just this: "Give us this day  our daily bread". So He clearly 
intends us to see ourselves as the hungry little child, asking his daddy for 

bread. And surely God will not disappoint. The prayer will be answered.  
 

7:10  Or if he shall ask for a fish, will give him a serpent?  

-  Lk. 11:11 labours the point: "If he ask a fish, will he  for a fish  give him 
a serpent?". The Lord is penetrating deep into the psychology of His 

people. We fear that the promised salvation may only be an appearance. 
And we are being shown here that that is to effect ively accuse God of a 

cruel trick. At what stage the fish became a symbol of Christianity is not 
clear (there is a distinct similarity in sound between the Aramaic for 

'Jesus' and for 'fish', something like 'Iisus' and 'Ikfus'), but the 
combination of fish  and serpent tempt us to interpret this as also having 

the sense: Do you think that Christianity, the whole offer of the Kingdom 
I am making, is really such a cruel trick that it's really the serpent, the 

symbol of evil incarnate? Because that really is ho w it would have to be. 
It's either that, or gloriously true. And if we accept God as our loving 

Father, then with childlike faith we must also believe that His offer of 
salvation is simply true for us -  if we ask. Again we see a connection with 

earlier teac hing in the Sermon; for the Lord had taught His people to pray 

to "Our Father". Like all of the Lord's prayer, that is harder to pray than 
might first appear. Because if He really is our loving Heavenly Father, 

then we are to believe that if we ask Him for  salvation and the things of 
His Kingdom, we shall surely receive.   

7:11  If you then, being evil -  This record of the Sermon was addressed to 

the disciples. Did the Lord consider them to 'be evil'? The only other time 
we encounter the phrase "being evil" is  again on the Lord's lips and again 

in Matthew: "O generation of vipers, how can you,  being evil , speak good 
things?" (Mt. 12:34). He may have the sense that 'Even the worst 

Pharisees have a soft spot for their little boys and would never play a 

cruel tric k on them -  so do you think God will do that to you?'. The 
sentence opens with the particle  ei , and it would be justifiable to translate 

this 'Whether' or 'Even if' instead of "if". Even if they were as evil as the 
very worst sinners, they would still give their child bread rather than a 

stone. The logic is very powerful. If we believe God is basically good, then 
seeing even wicked people would not play a cruel trick on their kiddies, 

how much more would God not do that to us His beloved children, whom 
we ad dress as "Our Father"?   

 



Know how to give -  Now the Lord moves beyond simply teaching that God 

will give us daily bread and salvation if we ask. He alludes here to how a 
father, even a man who is otherwise evil, has an intuitive sense as to 

what present his  child would like. Paul Tournier's insightful book  The 
Meaning of Gifts  demonstrates that the desire to give gifts is 

psychologically part of 'love'. God knows what ultimately we would love so 
much. And yet, as the James 4:3 allusion demonstrates, it is no t material 

things in this life which are in view here. God knows us and He knows all 
our possible futures, our eternal possibilities throughout His Kingdom. 

And He will surely give us that. He has created for us the most wonderful 
things to lavish upon us.  To think that in any sense God is a 'hard man' is 

to tragically misunderstand. That persuasion only really comes from a 
lack of basic faith in Him and His grace.   

 
Good gifts to your children -  The emphasis upon "good" continues the 

laboured addressing of our fear that God just might not be 'good' and we 
might get a serpent rather than a fish from Him. The point is laboured 

because it is such a powerful array of step logic -  if it's not all a cruel trick, 
then it is all wonderfully true. The parallel record speaks of "the Holy 

Spirit" instead of "good gifts", and there is a clear connection with Eph. 
4:8: "He gave gifts unto men", referring to the Holy Spirit. All the Greek 

words there are used here in Mt. 7:11,12. On one level, there is a 
prediction of the C omforter, as elsewhere in the Sermon (see on 7:8). 

And yet the principle appears to be clearly that in general terms, God will 
not only give us daily bread and future salvation, but so much more 

besides -  in spiritual terms. Whilst the form of manifestation  of Spiritual 

gifts has changed since the first century, the principle remains -  that God 
will give His Spirit to those who are poor in spirit and who hunger and 

thirst for righteousness.   

 
How much more shall your Father who is in heaven -  Many times the id ea 

of "Your father which is in heaven" is used in the context of faith in prayer 
being answered (Mt. 7:11; 18:19; 21:22; Mk. 11:24; Jn. 14:13; James 

1:5,6,17 etc.). It's as if the reality of God actually existing in Heaven in a 
personal form should be a po werful focus for our prayers.   

 
Give good things to them that ask him -  Answered prayer is paralleled 

with being given the Holy Spirit (Mt. 7:11 cp. Lk. 11:13). The prayer of 
the Philippians for Paul is likewise linked with "the supply of the Spirit" 

(Phil.  1:19). These passages therefore teach that having spiritual fruit is 
associated with answered prayer (Jn. 15:16), as is the possession of the 

Comforter (Jn. 14:14; 16:24 are in this context). Many passages imply 
that God's hearing of our prayers is propor tionate to His perception of our 

spirituality. He will not respond to the prayer of those whose way of life is 



contrary to His word: Ps. 66:18; Pro. 1:24 -28; Is. 1:15; 59:2; Jer. 7:16; 

11:14; 14:10 -12; 29:12; Lam. 3:8,44; Mal. 1:7 -9; Mk. 11:25; Jn. 9:31; 
James 1:6,7; 4:3; 1 Pet. 3:7,12. But He will hear the prayer of the 

righteous; and 'hearing' is an idiom for 'answering', it doesn't just mean 
that God takes cognizance of the fact the righteous have prayed: 2 Kings 

19:20; Mt. 7:7; 18:19,20; Jn. 14:14.  

 
7:1 2 Therefore -  The reason why we should do to others as we would like 

them to do to us flow straight on from :11. But what is the connection of 
thought? Perhaps the Lord is changing tack here and introducing His 

concluding summary for the Sermon, which is ab out 'doing' what He has 

been teaching. The same Greek for 'do' here in :12 is translated 'bring 
forth' or 'do' in the distinct seven - fold  exhortation to do' which we find in 

7:17,18,19,21,22,24,26. The Greek  oun  translated "therefore" is of wide 
meaning, a nd could just as comfortably introduce a new section rather 

than conclude the section about judging which began in 7:1. It can have 
the sense of 'truly' or 'certainly', as if introducing a major truth. But it 

may be that the context of judgment, so clearly  established in the 
preceding 11 verses, is not out of the Lord's mind in His use of the 

word  oun , "Therefore...". If we condemn others, if we drag them before 
God's judgment because we refuse to forgive them, then we must 

consider: Do I want others to do that to me? For we have all sinned and 
upset others to the point some struggle to forgive us. As we judge others, 

then we shall be judged likewise. If we really hope they have to answer 
for their sin against us, then perhaps they will have to. And would yo u like 

others to take you to the Divine court for your sins?  

 
Whatever you want men to do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law 

and the Prophets -  This is another way of saying 'Love your neighbour as 
yourself'. The Greek for 'do to you' recurs in Mt . 18:35 where we read 

how God shall 'do to you' if you do not forgive your brother. We also find 
the phrase in Mt. 25:40,45 -  'whatever you do' to Christ's brethren, you do 

to Him and shall receive from Him accordingly. It is true that what goes 
around, com es around -  so it's best to treat others as you would like to be 

treated. But that kind of truth is expressed in almost every religious and 
cultural system of the world. My sense is that the Lord is not merely 

repeating conventional, folksy wisdom, but rath er is elevating it to a far 
higher and more deeply internal, spiritual level. For this is His style 

throughout the Sermon. The recurrence of the phrase 'whatever you do' 
in Mt. 25:40,45 teaches that whatever we do (or do not do) to others, we 

do to Christ personally. And in that dimension of life, the 'come back' of 

our actions will not simply be in this life, but more importantly, at the last 
day. Judgment day, either explicitly or implicitly, forms a major theme in 

the Lord's teaching. If He is indeed tea ching that what we do to others is 
done to Him and therefore will have its response at the day of judgment, 

rather than merely in this life as folksy wisdom teaches, then indeed we 



can understand His comment: "For this is the law and the prophets". The 

law  and the prophets do indeed teach that human behaviour, especially 
that done to others, shall come to final judgment in the last day. But I 

would not say that 'what goes around, comes around' is exactly their 
major and noteworthy theme, true as that bit of  folksy wisdom is.   

 
7:13  Enter in -  The context is quite clear that the Lord means 'enter into 

the Kingdom' (Mt. 18:3; 19:24; Lk. 18:25). But the question is, whether 
the Lord speaks of entering into the Kingdom at the last day, or in some 

sense, in this l ife. Luke's record of this statement of the Lord is in Lk. 
13:24: "Strive to enter in at the narrow gate: for many... will seek to 

enter in, and shall not be able". This favours a 'last day' interpretation, for 
we know from the parable of the foolish girls  that some will seek to enter 

at the time of the Lord's return and be unable to. Some other usages of 
the phrase 'enter in' imply the same (Mt. 5:20; 18:3 ;  25:10 ; Acts 14:22; 

Heb. 3:19; 4:6; Rev. 22:14). However, John's equivalent of this phrase 

speaks of the believer 'entering in' to a relationship and salvation with the 
Lord right now (Jn. 10:9). And other words of the Lord speak of 'entering 

in' to "life" right now (Mt. 18:3,8,9; 19:17). The guests enter in to the 
Messianic banquet now, before the Master  comes, Mt. 22:12; the Scribes 

stopped men entering the Kingdom right now, Mt. 23:13; by birth of 
water and spirit we enter the Kingdom, Jn. 3:5; the Gentiles enter in 

every time one is converted (Rom. 11:25); a promise is given us of 
entering the promised  rest, but we who believe do right now 'enter in' to 

that rest (Heb. 4:1,3). And yet we are to labour in order to enter into that 
rest (Heb. 4:11). The rich man must shed the load of his wealth and enter 

in -  now (Mt. 19:23,24). For judgment day is too late  to shed the load of 
wealth. We can therefore conclude that by following the Lord's teaching 

now, we enter into His Kingdom; insofar as His Kingship is exercised over 
us, we are His Kingdom, those whom He is King over. The outcome of the 

judgment day is no t therefore some terrible unknown to us if we are in 

our hearts and lives clearly under His Kingship in this life. Our passage 
into the future Kingdom of God on earth will be a seamless continuation 

of our present experience.   
 

By the narrow gate -  The Gree k could imply 'made narrow'. The Lord 
repeats the term in :14, emphasizing how narrow is the entrance. The 

contrast is with the wide gate and broad road. The idea of two gates 
facing a man was surely an allusion to the gates of Jerusalem, which had 

a main gate, through which camels could pass, and the small gate 
through which only pedestrians could enter. This leads me to favour the 

traditional interpretation of entering through into the Kingdom through 
the eye of a needle (Mt. 19:24; Lk. 18:25) -  the rich m ust unload their 

camels of all their wealth and squeeze through the small needle gate. The 
narrowness of the gate is because it is so hard for people to give up their 

materialism. They desire spirituality, to enter in, but not without their 

present attachm ent to wealth. Remember the Lord was primarily and 



initially addressing the poor. The desire for wealth, and especially mental 

concern about it, is the main reason why people do not grasp the way to 
the Kingdom. That needs some sober reflection, because ou r natural 

assumption is that warnings against materialism do not apply to  me . 
Whenever we find ourselves making such an assumption, that Biblical 

warnings do not apply to us, we need to really ensure that we are 
thinking straight and that our self -deceivin g flesh is not kidding us that 

we simply don't have to take the Lord at His word.  

 
For wide is the gate and broad is the way -  Surely the Lord at this stage in 

His ministry had in mind the way that John the Baptist had come to 

prepare a "way" for Him (Mt. 3 :3). By admitting that this way would only 
be found by a minority of Israel, the Lord was perhaps tacitly recognizing 

that John's attempt to prepare a way over which the King of glory could 
come to Jerusalem had not succeeded.   

That leads -  Apago  is used an other 14 times in the New Testament. Ten of 

these specifically refer to being 'lead away to death', the majority 
referring to the leading away of the Lord Jesus to death on the cross. 

7:14 contrasts being lead to destruction with being lead to life; but th e 
way to life is through the death of the cross. We either bear our iniquities 

and their result (Lev. 19:8), or we bear the cross of the Lord Jesus. It's a 

burden either way. The Lord played on this fact when He spoke of there 
being two roads, one which  leads  to death, and the other to life (Mt. 

7;13,14). The Greek word translated 'lead' is in fact part of an idiom: to 
be led is an idiom for 'to be put to death' (cp. Jn. 18:13; 21:18). Indeed, 

the very word translated ñlead" in Mt. 7:14 is rendered "be put to death" 
(Acts 12:19). So, we're led out to death either way, as the criminal made 

his 'last walk' to the cross. We're either led out and put to death for the 
sake of eternal life, or for eternal death. The logic is glaring. The Hebrew 

of Ps. 139:24 revea ls a telling play on words which makes the same 
point: "Wicked way" is rendered in the AVmg. as 'way of pain'; the way of 

wickedness is itself the way of pain.  

 

To destruction -  The Greek is used another 19 times in the New 
Testament, nearly always with ref erence to condemnation at the last day. 

We are making the choice now -  condemnation, or the path to the cross, 
to death, and thence to eternal life. The essence of the future judgment is 

before us daily; "we make the answer now".  

And many are they that ente r in thereby -  The same word used about the 
"many" who were now listening to Him teach (Mt. 4:25; 8:1). Surely He 

was saying that the Kingdom road is not found by many. And yet we 

compare this with the promise that Abraham's seed will become many. 
Compared to the wonder of salvation, we are indeed "many", but relative 

to the many who do not respond, we are a minority.  



 

7:14  For narrow is the gate and straight the road that leads to life -  "The 
way of the sluggard is blocked with thorns; but the path of the up right is 

a highway" (Proverbs 15:19 NIV). The road of the wise is described as a 
highway in Proverbs 16:17 too; and the way of the wicked is also strewn 

with difficult obstacles in Proverbs 22:5; "Whose ways are crooked, and 
they froward in their paths" (2 :15). There is probably a designed contrast 

between this and the way the Lord described the road to the Kingdom as 
made narrow, and the way to death as a wide, broad highway (Mt. 

7:13,14); the Proverbs seem to say the opposite. The answer may be 
that Prove rbs is presenting God's viewpoint; in ultimate reality, the way 

to the Kingdom is wide and clear and easier, better marked, than the road 
to death. But the Lord turned all this round, because He appreciated that 

from  our  perspective , this wouldn't be the c ase. We will think that the 
way to the Kingdom is made narrow (Gk.) and hard, restricted; whilst the 

road to death seems so wide and obviously right. The Lord Jesus based 

many of His parables on the Proverbs, and His words concerning the wide 
road to destr uction and the narrow road to the Kingdom (Mt. 7:13,14) are 

surely based on the frequent descriptions of the ways / great way to life, 
and that to death, which Proverbs so often mentions. The road / way of 

life which we are on is really leading somewhere. "The way of the wicked" 
is opposed to the way of him "that followeth after righteousness" 

(Proverbs 15:9 cp. seeking the Kingdom and God's righteousness, Mt. 
5:47).  

 

But few -  See on "many" in 7:13. We find another contrast between the 

few and the many when  we read that only "few" will be chosen from the 
many who are called (Mt. 20:16; 22:14). The implication seems to be 

that out of the "many" who were then listening to the Lord's teaching 
("many" in 7:13 is s.w. Mt. 4:25; 8:1), only a minority would enter i nto 

life. There seems fair Biblical reason to think that the community of God's 
people are a minority in the world, and yet within them, only a minority 

will finally choose the way of salvation. This helps make sense of why all 
the faithful lament the weak  spiritual state of the church communities 

surrounding them. And recognizing that this is a general principle shields 
us from the disillusion which arises from having started out believing that 

the majority of our community are genuine believers. We have n o option 
but to assume they will be saved, for we cannot condemn any individual; 

but on the other hand, we are to recognize that on a statistical level, only 
a few of those within the community will be saved. The majority of those 

who were 'baptized' in th e Red Sea did not make it to God's Kingdom, and 

this fact is used in 1 Cor. 10 and Hebrews 3 and 4 to warn us not to 
assume that the ratio will be much higher in the Christian community.  

 

Are they that find it -  This is clearly to be connected with the Lord 's 



teaching a few verses earlier that whoever seeks will find (Mt. 7:7,8). He 

is balancing out the statistical difficulty of salvation with the fact that 
those who want to be there just have to ask -  and they will be. The 

promise that whoever seeks / asks w ill find / receive is not a blank 
cheque about material things, but rather is a promise of entry into the 

Kingdom. All those who truly love the Lord's appearing will enter the 
Kingdom (2 Tim. 4:1,8). It is so simple that it is hard to believe -  those 

who tr uly seek to be in the Kingdom, will find a place therein. Note how 
the Lord here speaks of finding the way that leads to life, elsewhere He 

speaks of finding life (Mt. 10:39; 16:25). This is typical of the now / but 
not yet teaching of the New Testament. W e have the eternal life in the 

sense that we are living that kind of life which we shall eternally live, we 
have entered the way to life; but we are still mortal and await the 

physical change to immortality.  

7:15  Beware -  Clearly the prohibition against jud ging others in the sense 

of condemning them (7:1) doesn't mean that we can't form a valid 
opinion about someone's genuineness as a teacher.  

 

Of false prophets -  Pseudo -prophetes  means that these people are not 
spiritual at all, they are faking it, pseudo -  prophets. To be such a fake, 

a pseudo , is not the same as being a believer who has failed in behaviour 

at times or who has some Biblical interpretations which we don't 
personally agree with.  

  

Who come to you -  The Greek phrase likely means 'Appear to you'.   

In sheep's clothing -  Dressed as if they are Jesus?  

But inwardly -  Given our inability to judge the inner thoughts of others, 

and the clear prohibition against judging to condemnation in the context 
(7:1), perhaps this is the Lord's comment upon them, and i s not meant to 

be an invitation to us to claim to read the inward thoughts of others? 
However the next verse goes on to say that we can observe their fruits, 

and it is by their fruits that  we  are to discern them. But the Lord discerns 
them by their inward thoughts, which are visible to Him. Thereby His 

position on these false prophets becomes our position too -  but we arrive 
there by different routes. We are to observe their fruits, whereas He looks 

upon their hearts. The Lord uses the same word several time s to tell the 

Pharisees that  inwardly  or 'within' they are full of unspirituality (Mt. 
23:25,27,28; Lk. 11:39). This suggests that His warning against "false 

prophets" is a warning against the Jewish leadership. But He uses the 
language of 'prophets' becau se this fits in with the Old Testament theme 

of false and true prophets. Just as the people had to discern between 
those two groups, so now, in an era when there were no more prophets in 

the Old Testament sense, God's people had to beware of imposters like  



the Pharisees. They were false prophets, false speakers of God's word, in 

that they had effectively elevated their interpretations of God's word 
[the  halakah ] to the same level as God's actual inspired word.  

  

Are ravening wolves -  The Greek word is always  translated elsewhere as 
'extortioner'. The Pharisees are clearly in view here, and yet the Pharisee 

of Lk. 18:11 thanked God with the same word, that he was not an 
'extortioner' (Lk. 18:11). The Pharisee didn't see his own sin. The Lord 

saw their hearts a nd saw that they were extortioners, but they thanked 
God that they were not. This is an essay in the blindness of humans to 

their own sins, and in our need to see ourselves as the Lord sees us, with 

His eyes and from His perspective. This is the essence of  self -
examination. The motive of the Pharisees / false prophets was clearly 

financial gain. This is pinpointed by the Lord as the fundamental reason 
for their false prophecies, for their external appearance of spirituality -  it 

was because they wanted cash out of people. This was and is clearly 
deeply upsetting to the Lord.  

 We've seen that these false prophets were specifically the Pharisees in 

the Lord's immediate context. When He warns the disciples that He is 
sending them out as sheep amongst wolves (Mt.  10:16), He is clearly 

alluding to His teaching here -  that the Pharisees appear as sheep, but are 

as wolves. The implication could be that there would be fake disciples of 
Jesus, and that the real opposition to the work of the disciples would be 

the wolves  of the Pharisees (see on 'The Jewish Satan' in my  The Real 
Devil ). This clearly happened after the Lord's death, where the Judaist 

plot to destroy Paul's preaching of Christianity involved Judaist 'false 
brethren in Christ' entering in to the flock as wol ves (Gal. 2:4). In Jn. 

10:12, the Lord speaks of how He as the good shepherd would give His 
life fighting the wolf so that the sheep might be saved; the implication is 

that the wolf killed Him. His death was at the hands of the Jewish 
leadership. Wolves do n't usually kill men. This is an element of unreality 

to highlight the point -  that legalism may not appear too bad nor too 
ultimately dangerous; but in fact it is, and was what led to the death of 

God's Son. Paul's warning that wolves would enter the flock  (Acts 20:29) 
likewise came true in the Judaist false teachers who entered in to the 

ecclesias and destroyed so much, both spiritually and doctrinally. I have 

shown elsewhere that the roots of the false thinking which led to later 
false doctrines such as t he Trinity actually began in Judaist ideas which 

entered Christianity. From our standpoint today, we can take the point 
that the major enemy of the Gospel will be legalism and posturing 

religious leaders.  

 
7:16  By their fruits you shall know them -  Perhaps the emphasis was upon 

the "you". The Lord knows the evil hearts of these people -  but we can't 



see their hearts, and so  we  shall know them by their external fruits.  The 

need for fruit as a sign of repentance had been a theme in John's teaching 
(Mt. 3:8,10),  and the Lord in His Sermon is often building on John's 

words. The Lord's concern is about those who appear to have accepted 
His message, dressing as sheep, and yet are in fact completely false. The 

whole thrust of His Sermon is that acceptance of Him prod uces a change 
in human life; there must be fruit. And we take a simple lesson from that -  

if we are to be able to tell whether someone is a genuine Christian or not 
by whether their fruits are visible, we have to ask ourselves whether our 

lives are so marke dly different from unbelievers. There is to be something 
about us, fruit hanging on us, which clearly differentiates us from the 

unbelieving world. The difference has got to be fairly obvious, because the 
Lord is here teaching that we can easily discern wh ether someone 

purporting to be spiritual is indeed so because the fruits of it will be 
evident. Therefore there will not be any debate about whether someone is 

in the wolf / false prophet category -  because they either have the fruits of 

the Spirit, the sig ns of the transformed life, or they do not. And the 
difference will be obvious. And yet endless energy has been expended 

trying to judge false prophets according to the content of their Biblical 
exposition and teaching. The Lord, however, teaches that the litmus test 

is in their life, rather than in their intellectual position.   

 
Do men gather grapes from thorns, or figs from thistles?  

-  The idea is 'Of course not'. The Lord's point is that spiritual fruit is 
obvious, it cannot be hidden, like a city set on  a hill. If there are grapes, 

the blessed fruit of the new covenant, on a person -  then for sure they are 

not a thorn bush, with all the associations between thorns and cursing. In 
Mt. 12:33 the Lord makes an apparently obvious point -  a good tree has 

good f ruit, a bad tree has bad fruit. But the point is that we can easily, 
clearly tell whether someone has the fruit of the transformed life or not. 

There is no argument about it, because the fruit of the transformed life, 
lived according to this Sermon on the Mount, is public and visible. The 

seed of the Gospel which is sown by Jesus either brings forth fruit, or it 
doesn't (Mt. 13:8,26). So much angst about labelling individuals as false 

teachers is rendered unnecessary if we take this approach. And the false 
teachers with whom the later New Testament letters engage are teaching 

a false way of life, and Jude, Peter and John especially point out that their 
way of life indicates that they are false teachers.   

Figs are associated with spiritual fruit (Mt. 21:19; 24:32), whereas 
thistles, like thorns, are associated with the curse (Gen. 3:18 "thorns and 

thistles"; s.w. Heb. 6:8 "that which bears thorns and thistles is rejected"). 
The point is, that the difference  between the accepted and the 

condemned is apparent even in this life, because the fruit of the 
transformed life simply has to be seen publicly  on people. This is perhaps 

the Lord's expansion upon His command not to judge / condemn in 7:1. 



He's saying that  we should not, however, walk around life blind and 

imperceptive, but rather take good notice of the presence or absence of 
fruit on a person.   

The Lord puts it slightly another way in Lk. 6:44 when He says that men 
don't "gather" good fruit from a corrupt  tree. The language of gathering is 

very much that of judgment to come; and yet the fruit is produced and 
gathered now, in the words / fruit that comes out of our mouth. This is 

why right now we can judge a false teacher, by his corrupt words [this is 
one of the contexts of the Lord's words about corrupt trees and fruit -  we 

see the fruit  now ]. The corrupt man  will  speak villainy (Is. 32:6). But 
corrupt words don't just mean expletives -  the false teacher would be too 

smart to use them. He comes in sheep's cl othing. But Lk. 6:41 -44 gives 
us an example of "corrupt" words; words which create a corrupting 

spiritual influence in a man or in a community. One may  say  to his 
brother that he must cast out the splinter from his eye, although he has a 

plank in his own. And the Lord goes on to say that a good tree doesn't 

bring forth corrupt fruit. The corrupt fruit, as in the above passages, 
means 'corrupt words'. And in Lk. 6:45 the Lord concludes by saying that 

"for of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh". Th e corrupt fruit 
are the corrupt words of Lk. 6:42 -  saying, 'My brother, I'm very sorry, but 

I just have to correct you, you are so obviously wrong and stupid to walk 
round with a splinter in your eye, I can correct your spiritual vision, 

because I see perf ectly. At the moment your spiritual perception ['eye] is 
just hopeless'. The Lord understood 'the eye' as ones' spiritual vision (Mt. 

6:22,23). These kind of words, in essence, are the real leaven; they 
corrupt / pull apart over time communities as well as  individual faith. 

These criticisms work away within a brother or sister, disaffirming them 
as believers, disaffirming them for who they are, raising doubt and not 

hope, humiliating them that they haven't made the gradeé until they are 
corrupted. We have a  specific example of a man being punished in 

judgment for his words, and it may well be the basis for the Lord's 

teaching here: "When the Lord hath performed his whole work upon 
mount Zion and on Jerusalem, I will punish the fruit of the stout heart of 

the  king of Assyria, and the glory of his high looks. For he saith, By the 
strength of my hand I have done thisé" (Is. 10:11,12). And there follows 

a long quotation of his words. These words were the 'fruit of his heart' -  
out of the abundance of his heart his  mouth had spoken. And these words 

were almost cited back to him at the time of his condemnation. We know, 
however, that it is quite possible for human actions and words 

to  not  reflect the heart. Consider how Sennacherib invaded Judah but in 
his heart "he meaneth not so, neither doth his heart think so" (Is. 10:7). 

This is why the Lord clearly condemns the thought as being as bad as the 
action, even if the action isn't actually committed. Ps. 55:21 laments how 

words cannot reflect the true state of a man's heart: "The words of his 
mouth were smoother than butter, but war was in his heart: his words 

were softer than oil, yet were they drawn swords". So why, then, is there 

so much emphasis on spoken words as the basis for judgment to come? 



Surely it is that al though thoughts will also be judged, and the hypocrites 

revealed for who they are, it doesn't follow that a good man sometimes 
uses 'corrupt speech'. It's impossible. A good man cannot bring forth bad 

words. But a bad man can sometimes bring forth words wh ich seem good 
on the surface, but which are in fact counterfeit. But it can't happen 

another way -  a good man's words aren't just his surface level sin. And I 
for one flinch at this; because when I have to own up to having said 

inappropriate words, my flesh  wants me to think that in my heart, I didn't 
mean them. And yet, ruthlessly, I must press the point: bad words reflect 

a bad heart. We can't justify them. We must repent of them, and by the 
influence of knowing God, through and in His Son and His word, we  must 

change the state of mind that leads to them. And we should be, on one 
hand, simply  worried : that bad words came out of a bad heart. And a 

good man cannot bring forth such corrupt fruit. There is with some 
especially the problem of temper, saying thin gs well beyond what they 

really mean in hot blood. But here again, the words of hot blood do reflect 

something of the real man or woman. The tongue is a fire that can lead to 
condemnation, whatever and however we justify its' words as a relatively 

harmless  outcome of our personality type. This may be true, but it isn't 
harmless.  

 

7:17 Even so every good tree brings forth good fruit but the corrupt tree 
brings forth evil fruit -  See on :18.  

7:18 A good tree cannot bring forth evil fruit, neither can a corrupt  tree 
bring forth good fruit -  This appears to belabour the point made in the 

preceding verses. But the Lord so wishes to drive the point home -  that 
fruit on a transformed person is obvious and visible. If we are to use the 

presence or absence of fruit as a  basis for perceiving false teachers, then 
we will have no problem at all discerning who is of the Lord and who isn't. 

And yet this very issue of deciding on others' status has been fatally 
divisive and destructive for the Lord's church. Statements of fait h are 

analysed, and the teaching of others is watchfully dissected to see if it fits 
that given statement -  in order to decide whether someone is 'in' or 'out'. 

The Lord foresaw that tendency, for it was the tendency of the scribes 
too. And instead He offer s us this other way, elevating spirituality to the 

highest level -  whoever has the fruits "cannot" be a bad tree. The issue of 

'fruit' therefore becomes the key methodology through which to make the 
judgments which we are called to make in life. The attitud e is often 

expressed that 'Well they may be very nice Christians and all that, but 
they do not understand the Truth about... [issue X]'. The Lord is tackling 

that mentality head on, by saying that this "cannot" be the case; if the 
fruit is there, then they  are a good tree, whatever misunderstandings 

they may have (and we all have them).   



 

7:19  Every tree that does not bring forth good fruit is cut down and 
thrown into the fire -  The Gehenna fire of condemnation of the wicked is 

"already kindled" by men's att itude now (Lk. 12:49). The tree that will not 
bring forth good fruit " is hewn down, and cast into the fire" (Mt. 7:19) -  

alluding to the figure of Gehenna, into which the rejected will be 'thrown'. 
The ungodly  are  already like the chaff that will be blown a way after the 

Lord's return (Ps. 1:4,5; 35:5; Job 21:18 -20 cp. Is. 5:24; 17:13; 29:5; 
Dan. 2:35; Lk. 3:17). Those who lose their first love are  now  condemned 

(1 Tim. 3:6; 5:12). The Lord Jesus stands with the sword of 
judgment  now  going out of His mouth (R ev. 1:16), as it will do at the final 

judgment (Is. 11:4). The Lord's description of the rejected being cut 
down and thrown into the fire is surely referring to the words of Dt. 12:3 

(cp. 7:5); where the idols of the world were to be hewn down and thrown 
into the fire. The Lord understood that those who worship idols are like 

unto them (Ps. 115:8; 135:18). Because the idols will be destroyed in the 

last day, all who worship them will have to share their destruction. And 
yet we can be hewn down by God's word  now (Hos. 6:5) rather than wait 

for God to do it to us by the condemnation process. We must cut off (s.w. 
hew down) our flesh  now  (Mt. 5:30; 18:8 cp. 7:19).  

 

7:20  Therefore by their fruits you shall know them -  The belaboured 
repetition of the point (see o n 7:17,18) is surely because we will have a 

strong temptation to undervalue spiritual fruit, and to seek to judge 
others in terms of their traditions, culture and specific interpretations -  

rather than by their fruit.   

 

7:21  Not everyone that says to me: Lo rd, Lord, shall enter into the 
kingdom of heaven -  Mt. 7:21 = Rom. 2:13. Paul saw the "Lord, Lord" 

people of the parable as the Jews of the first century who initially 
responded enthusiastically to the Gospel. The contrast is between saying 

"Lord, Lord" in this life, and then in the future not entering into the 
Kingdom ("in that day", :22). The contrast is between merely  saying  and 

actually  doing . The Lord repeats the idea in His mini parable of the two 
sons; the one who 'said' he would be obedient, and the other who 'did' 

the will of his father (Mt. 21:30,31). The acceptance of Christ as Lord 

means that we are as His servants and slaves; it is for us to 'do' His will 
and work. This fits with the context of the preceding verses -  that if He is 

really our Lord,  we will inevitably  do  His will, and that doing will be actual, 
practical and visible. It is the false prophets who merely say but don't  do , 

just as they claim to be good trees but don't have good fruit.  

But he that pleases my Father who is in heaven -  Or, "does the will". 
Allowing the Sermon to interpret itself, we see an obvious connection with 

our prayer asking "Your will be done" (Mt. 6:10). If that request was just 



asking for God to do His will, it would be easy to pray and also somewhat 

meaningless. Bu t the connection with Mt. 7:21 means that we are asking 
that  we  do God's will. And doing His will is difficult, slow progress, 

building on a rock -  as the rest of Matthew 7 records. The Lord's prayer in 
Gethsemane demonstrates the difficulty of praying for the Father's will to 

be done in our lives -  prayed there with sweat like drops of blood (Mt. 
26:42). So we are to pray for strength to do God's will, for spiritual 

strength to live obediently to the principles of the Sermon. 1 Jn. 5:14 
encourages us that if  we ask for anything "according to  [ kata ] His will, He 

hears us". But asking  kata  His will could just as well be translated 'in 
order to fulfil '. If we want strength to do His will in practice, He will give it 

to us. And His will is expressed here in Matth ew 5 -7 quite clearly.   

"The will of My Father in Heaven" is a fairly common phrase with the Lord 

(Mt. 12:50; 18:14; John's equivalent seems to be 'to do the will of Him 
that sent Me', Jn. 4:34; 5:30; 6:38,39,40). The idea seems to be that we 

on earth can d o the will of Him who is in one sense so far away from us, 
"in Heaven"; and thereby collapse that distance between us.   

 

7:22  Many -  The Greek often means 'the majority'. Here perhaps we have 
the clearest implication that only a minority of those who come t o Christ 

shall ultimately be saved. Hebrews, Romans and 1 Cor. 10 suggest that if 

we think that natural Israel were far worse than spiritual Israel in terms 
of percentage coming to salvation -  then we must take heed lest we fall.  

 

Will say to Me in that day -  Judgment will be a process, with the rejected 
initially protesting, seeking to change the Lord's mind -  and then slinking 

away in shame. Nobody will be passive in that day. The only thing 
important will be acceptance at His hand and a place in the Kingdom . We 

will come to that position either by loving obedience to His ways in this 
life -  or all too late, in condemnation. The logic is powerful -  we must 

choose  that desire for the Kingdom life  now  as the dominant emotion, 

overarching all our emotions, decisio n making and formation of our 
deepest desires.  

 

Lord, Lord -  Mt. 7:22 = 1 Cor. 13:2. To say "Lord, Lord" without 
really  knowing  Christ is living without love. Thus Paul saw an association 

between a lack of true love and an external show of appreciation of 
Christ's Lordship. Not doing what Christ says is a lack of love, in Paul's 

mind. If we appreciate this, we will see that those who are ignorant of 
Christ's words cannot show true love. Biblically ignorant Christians need 

to think through the implications of  this. Those who insincerely say "Lord, 

Lord" now, will say the same then, at the judgment, with the same lack of 
reality (Mt. 7:21,22). The repetition of "Lord, Lord" shows that our 

attitude to Him in this life will be that we have when we meet in the las t 



day. The sensation of working for the Lord can be so self -deceptive. He 

draws the difference between doing many wonderful works in His name, 
saying ñLord, Lordò; and really  doing the will of the Father (Mt. 7:21,22). 

The parallel Lk. 6:46 has that men wi ll say ñLord, Lordò but not really 
hear His words. To hear them is to do the will of the Father. Putting all 

this together, it is perfectly possible to bear His Name, call Him Lord, 
work hard for Him -  and yet never really hear His words, and thereby 

never really know the will of our Father. From this parallel we can 
conclude that our attitude to Christ in this life (e.g. "Lord, Lord!") will be 

our attitude to Him at the judgment seat. If we think He is a hard, 
unreasonable Lord: that is how He will be. To t he froward (in this life), He 

will show Himself froward. Straight away we are met head on with a 
major challenge: Our attitude to Christ in this life will be our attitude to 

Him at the judgment seat. John's letters reason down the same line: ñIf 
(in this l ife) our heart condemn us not, then have we confidence (now) 

toward God... this is the confidence that we have in him... abide in him; 

that, when he shall appear, we may have confidence... before him (at the 
judgment) at His coming" (1 Jn. 3:21; 5:14; 2:28 ). The confidence we 

have towards Christ now will be the confidence we have at judgment day. 
This fact should pull us up out of the spiritual indifference which 

characterizes so much of our lives. If we see Christ as an abstract 
theological necessity, a bl ack box in our brain called 'Christ'; if we don't 

have a dynamic, two -  way relationship with Him now -  then this too is how 
we will regard Him then.   

Did we not prophesy in your name -  When we consider the Lord's teaching 

of Mt. 7:22,23 and 25:42 -44 together , He's saying that those rejected at 

the day of judgment will be so on account of their  omissions -  hence their 
surprise, and anger because they knew that they had  done  good works; 

they thought that what they had  committed  was morally acceptable to 
God, and  this would usher them into the Kingdom. But their sins 

of  omission  cost them the Kingdom. The mention of prophesying must be 
seen in the context of the Lord's warning in 7:15 about  false  prophets. To 

claim to have spoken / prophesied in His Name (cp. 'in sheep's clothing', 
appearing as Jesus) implies these people had considered themselves 

followers of Jesus in this life.   

 

And in your name cast out demons and in your name do many mighty 
works? -  The possession of Holy Spirit gifts which enabled healings and  

miracles to be performed was no guarantee of final acceptance at the last 
day. Pentecostal theology needs to take note of this -  for the power to do 

miracles is simply not any guarantee of salvation, as they wrongly 
suppose. And we who live in an era when the miraculous gifts have been 

withdrawn can still take a powerful lesson -  no matter how dramatically we 
may be a channel for God's activity in the lives of others, this is irrelevant 

to our final salvation. The essence of the life in Christ, the life of t he 



Kingdom, is internal spiritual mindedness. The contrast is between 'doing' 

wonderful works and 'doing' (the same Greek word is used in :21) the will 
of the Father. The language of 'doing the Father's will' is used about the 

Lord's life and final death o n the cross. To be as Him, to give our deepest 
life as He did, is not the same as doing external works for others.    

 

7:23 And then will I tell them -  The attitude which we have to the Lord 
Jesus now  will be the attitude we have to Him at the day of judgmen t (Mt. 

7:23 cp. Lk. 6:46). The Lord will "profess" to them that He doesn't know 
them and they must depart from Him; but Strong understands the Greek 

to mean 'to say the same thing as another, i.e. to agree with, assent'. 

The Lord will be agreeing with them , that they are worthy of 
condemnation. They will have condemned themselves, and the Lord will 

simply confirm this to them in His final verdict. If we are ashamed of Him 
now, we will be ashamed from before Him then (1 Jn. 2:28), and He will 

be ashamed of u s (Lk. 9:26). Every time we are asked to stand up for 
Him and His words in the eyes of men, we are as it were living out our 

future judgment.  

 
I never knew you -  ñMany" will be rejected at the judgment seat because 

they don't  know  the Lord Jesus Christ; the y never had a personal 

relationship with Jesus, even though they have experienced answered 
prayer, done miracles, worked for their Lord etc. (Mt. 7:22,23; 1 Cor. 

13). They will have built a spiritual house, but on sand. It isn't difficult to 
be a good Chri stian outwardly. But to  know  the Lord Jesus? That's 

another question. The Greek for "never" means literally 'never at any 
time'. The course of their lives was such that there had never been a time 

when He 'knew' them. We rather expect Him to say ' You never  knew  Me'. 
But He says that  He  never knew  them -  because the whole idea of 

'knowing' Him is mutual. Insofar as we know Him (in a relational sense), 
He knows us -  and vice versa. We really need to ask whether we are 

praying to Jesus, talking to Him, 'knowing'  Him...   

 

Depart from me -  This is alluded to in 2  Tim. 2:19: óDepart from sin now, 
or you'll depart from Christ at the judgmentô. This is Paul's classic way of 

making plays on words; again an indication of how his writings are partly 
a product of his own m editation upon and familiarity with the Gospels.   

 

You that work iniquity -  And yet they have just protested all the good they 
did for others, healing, teaching etc. On one level, good can be done -  but 

the good is a work of iniquity if it is done with an un spiritual heart, and 

especially in order to gain personal wealth or advantage (see on "ravening 
wolves", 7:15). In Old Testament times, God used the nations to do His 

will, but they were still condemned for their hearts being far from Him. 



Those who "do in iquity" [s.w.] are gathered out of the Kingdom at the last 

day (Mt. 13:41) -  confirming that these people are within the visible 
Christian community. And there will be "many" of them (:22) -  suggesting 

the Lord doesn't just have in view a handful of charlata ns at the 
leadership level who claim to do miracles and teach in His Name just for 

money. This problem of thinking that we are justified before Him just 
because we are His channel of work is clearly foreseen by the Lord as a 

major and widespread problem. M t. 24:12 could imply that this will be a 
specific latter day problem -  for within the believing community, "because 

iniquity [s.w.] shall abound, the love of many [Gk. 'the majority'] shall 
become cold".  

 
7:24 Everyone  therefore that hears these words of mi ne -  Logos  suggests 

more than simply words. The Lord intends us to get to the essential 
intention of His Spirit. God's word is often styled His 'judgments' in the OT 

(e.g. Ps. 119:43,160; 147:19). In His word we see His judgments -  how 
He judges and will jud ge. And in the wealth of Bible history we see 

examples of how these judgments have been articulated with men in 
practice. Thus the Lord Jesus concluded the sermon on the mount with a 

parable of judgment, that of the two builders (Mt. 7:24 -27). One heard 
th e Lord's words of the sermon and did them, the other heard but didn't 

deeply apply them. The message was clear: 'Deeply meditate on what 
I've just been saying. For this is the basis upon which I will judge men in 

the last day. You can try to discern for yo urselves how seriously and 
fundamentally you apply my words; and in this you will have a preview of 

how I will judge you".  

 

And does them -  An echo of :21, he who  does  the will of the Father. The 
parallel is thus made between the will of the Father, and "th ese sayings of 

Mine" in the Sermon. Yet in the Lord's own case, the doing of the Father's 
will meant the death of the cross. This finally was and is the outcome of 

living in accordance with the Sermon. This is what it leads to. The figure 
of building a hou se on a rock conjures up the idea of sweating labour. Do 

we feel that we are spiritually sweating, in a sense? Is it that hard to 
understand and therefore do the words of Christ? A number of passages 

make this connection between labouring  and understanding  the word. 

Elders labour in the word (1 Tim. 5:17), as the prophets laboured in 
writing the word of God (Jn. 4:38); and the true Bible student is a 

labourer who will not be ashamed of his work at the end (2 Tim. 2:15). 
And the Lord Jesus spoke of us labour ing for the manna of God's words, 

even harder than we labour for our daily bread, and more earnestly than 
the crowds ran around the lake of Galilee in the blazing midday sun in 

order to benefit from Christ's miracles (Jn. 6:27). One could be forgiven 
for t hinking that most of us find hearing the words of Christ easy. But 

there is an element of difficulty, even unpleasantness for us, in truly 



understanding Him in practical application.  How do we hear and do? We 

are helped to get the answer by considering ho w Christ elsewhere 
appealed to people to "Hear  and understand " (Mt. 15:10). Truly 

understanding is related to action, 'doing'. In the parable, hearing and 
doing is like the hard work of digging the foundation on a rock. This is 

how hard it is to truly unde rstand the words of Christ. Remember how the 
one talent man also dug into the earth (Mt. 25:18). He did some digging, 

he did some work. But he failed to truly understand. The very physical 
action of digging deceived him into thinking he had done enough, as  the 

physical action of building deceived the man who built on earth. Of course 
we are progressing somewhere spiritually, as we live day by day. But our 

movement can deceive us.   

 

James clearly alludes to the appeal to not only hear but do: ñBut be doers 
of the word, and not only hearers, deluding your own selvesò (James 

1:22). James spells out the problem -  we hear the Lord's words and for a 
moment assent to them -  but don't continue to do them in the long term. 

"The word" is paralleled by James with "the p erfect law of freedom".   ñBut 
he who looks into the perfect law of freedom, and continues, not being a 

hearer who forgets, but a doer of the work, this man will be blessed in 
what he doesò (James 1:25). The term "perfect law of freedom" is hard to 

interpre t, and it seems to be in contrast with how the New Testament 
elsewhere speaks of the Mosaic law as being a form of bondage, with 

Christ's teaching as the way to freedom. I would suggest that this 
"perfect law of freedom" refers to the Sermon on the Mount ( see on 7:1), 

perhaps specifically to the challenge to be perfect (Mt. 5:48); the 

Sermon, as we showed in commenting on 5:1, was the Lord's equivalent 
to the Mosaic Law. The Sermon would've been memorized and recited by 

the vast mass of early Christians who  were illiterate. And James is urging 
them to not merely encounter the words and nod approvingly at them, 

nor even merely recite them -  but continuing in actually doing them. And 
this of course is the challenge to us too, assailed as we are in our 

generatio n by too many words, to the point that we can easily give a 
passing 'like' to them, and yet live on uninfluenced.   

  

Shall be like -  As in :27, "shall be likened unto". The future tenses imply 

that the truth of the parable of the builders will only be appa rent at the 
day of judgment. The purpose of judgment day is largely for our benefit, 

and therefore the process will be public -  we will learn from the rejection 
and acceptance of others. Paul alludes to the idea by saying that "the day 

[of judgment] shall d eclare" each man's building work (1 Cor. 3:13). And 
to whom will it be declared? The Lord already knows them that are His. It 

will be declared to the individual being judged, and to those who are 
observing. The Lord uses the same word translated 'likened' in speaking 

of how in this life, the state of the Kingdom in a man's life " is likened", 



present tense, right now, to various things (Mt. 13:24; 18:23; 22:2). But 

in Mt. 25:1 we find another future tense -  at the Lord's return, the 
Kingdom  will be likened un to  the wise and foolish girls [cp. the wise and 

foolish builders]. We can perceive the essence of the Lord's future 
judgment in this life -  for the Bible is full of His "judgments" ahead of time. 

Therefore the nature and outcome of the final judgment need n ot be a 
mystery for us, if we perceive the principles of judgment which the Lord 

teaches in the Sermon and elsewhere. But all the same, that day will be 
the final and ultimate declaration of those values.  

 
A wise man who built his house upon the rock -  This  is exactly what the 

Lord Himself is doing (Mt. 16:18; 26:61). There is a mutuality between 
the Lord and us. We build upon a rock, and He builds us upon a rock. We 

ourselves build, and yet we are "built up a spiritual house" by God (1 Pet. 
2:5; note how Pe ter goes right on to speak of the Jews as foolish builders 

in 1 Pet. 2:7; he surely had the Lord's parable of the two types of builder 

in mind). Both men  built  in that both men  heard  the Lord's sayings. We 
are all making progress on our spiritual journey, for good or bad. There's 

no way to just take a break from the journey. We are building, hearing 
the Lord's will -  but the question is, where is our foundation. The 

fundamental core, the dominant desire, of the Lord's people is Him. For 
the rock is clearly a  symbol of the Lord Jesus ("that rock was Christ", 1 

Cor. 10:4; 1 Pet. 2:8 s.w.). On one hand, the Lord teaches that obedience 
to His sayings in practice is building upon a rock. And yet the rock is Him. 

He was the word made flesh, the perfect fulfilment a nd example of 
obedience to His sayings. To follow the Sermon fully means becoming as 

Him. And yet the judgment of the last day will not be a simple test of 
legalistic obedience. It will be a revelation of where our core foundation, 

our dominant desire, rea lly is. Many people living in this postmodern, 
passionless world will have to think long and hard before answering the 

question: 'What is your dominant desire?'. Short term things such as 

getting a qualification, a career, a particular level or form of wea lth, 
buying a particular house, marrying a particular person, some specific 

success for our children... all these things fade from dominance in the 
course of a person's life. Many people simply don't have a dominant 

desire. The difference with true believe rs is that we do -  and it is 'Christ', 
Him as a person, the things of His eternal Kingdom. This perhaps more 

than anything else is the simple difference between the true believer and 
all other people. This is why there is a simple test as to whether a perso n 

is a genuine Christian or not -  and it's 'fruit', as the Lord has just 
previously explained. The difference is clear. The dominant desire of a 

true Christian is manifest and cannot be hid.   

 

Comparing with the parallel Lk. 6:48 it seems that both men buil t on the 
same kind of ground -  it was rock overlaid with sand. The difference was 

that the wise man dug through the sand to the rock, whereas the fool 



built only on the sand. To really get down to the rock of Christ is hard and 

long work. It is achieved thr ough the process of 'doing' what He teaches. 
And the story is true to life -  for so many of us in our spiritual biography 

can relate how we passed through years of being 'Christian' or religious 
without having any personal relationship with Jesus, not prayi ng nor 

talking to Him, not sensing Him at all as a living Lord. The story suggests 
that there will be some, perhaps "many", who build a spiritual edifice of 

grand appearance which has no personal root in a relationship with Jesus -  
indeed, some actually pre ach against this because of their obsession with 

upholding theologies about the supremacy of God the Father. But getting 
through the sand, through the dirt and dust of our own humanity, to truly 

knowing Christ -  this is what alone will come through judgment  day.  
 

Paul uses the metaphor of building about the work of converting and 
building up others in Christ (Rom. 15:20; 1 Cor. 10:23; Gal. 2:18), 

knowing that the day of judgment shall declare the quality of our work (1 

Cor. 3:13). But even if that building w ork does not pass through the fire 
of judgment, we shall personally be saved (1 Cor. 3:15). But our personal 

house must stand firm throughout the judgment process. Note there is a 
continuity between the house before and after the storm of judgment 

day -  it "fell not". Who we essentially are in spiritual terms is who we shall 
eternally be; our spirit shall be saved at that day (1 Cor. 5:5), our 

essential spiritual person will be preserved. The experience of the day of 
judgment will not make us somehow flip ov er another side and 

relationship with the Lord, previously unknown to us. Those who say 
"Lord, Lord" in this life without meaning will use the same empty terms in 

that day (Mt. 7:21,22).  

 To get down to the rock, the man who truly heard Christ had to dig 

through the earth which the foolish man also dug into. Hearing Christ's 
words is likened to digging into that earth. Doing and understanding them 

is likened to then digging into the bed -  rock. The foolish man did allow 
the word to go into him -  skin deep. We  need to ask ourselves how often 

these days the word really goes right through our skin, and forces us to 
hack into the bed -  rock. Are we truly building our house on a rock? The 

force of Mk. 16:16, for example, went more than skin deep just before 
our bapt ism. We read it, thought about it, and did it. But now. Are we old 

and brave, thick skinned, hardened by the humdrum of repetition, no 
longer building a house on a rock? My sense is that many of us are. Let's 

be aware that Heb. 6:1,2 defines "the foundatio n" as "repentance", and 
an awareness of the reality of the resurrection and coming judgment. In 

some ways, the longer we are in Christ, the more likely it is that we will 

not reach down to the bedrock of these things as we ought to. I mean, 
how often these  days do we really repent of something? How often does 

the reality of the judgment seat truly come home to us? The poetry of the 
Bible's language, especially if we read the same version, makes God's 

word glide over us. Exhortations, even the recollection o f Golgotha's 



tragic scene, the final, friendless end... can all slip so easily over our 

heads. We rest on the laurels of past spiritual victories. Nothing really 
shakes us up, reaching right down to the bedrock. Surely each of us 

should be sensing a surge of spiritual urgency when we look at ourselves 
like this. Yet God will help us; it is He Himself who will "settle" us, or 

'make a foundation for' us, as the Greek can mean (1 Pet. 5:10).  The rock 
which our response to the word must reach down to is that of  the 

crucified Christ. That rock represents Christ and Him crucified, according 
to Paul (1 Cor. 10:4 and 3:11 cp. 2:2). The Lord's parable of building on 

the rock was surely quarried from His understanding of Is. 28:16,17: ñI 
lay in Zion for a foundation a  stone... a precious cornerstone. The hail 

shall sweep away the refuge of lies, and the waters shall overflow the 
hiding place". Truly doing God's word will always lead us back to the spirit 

of the suffering Christ on Calvary. If it does not, our building,  our 
apparent development within the much -vaunted Biblicism of our faith, is 

just a "refuge of lies". All our spiritual effort and suffering finds its 

ultimate summation in Christ's crucifixion. His suffering there is the 
quintessence of all spiritual stru ggle.   It is quite possible that as we break 

bread weekly, we are merely digging a little deeper than usual in the 
earth, yet still not reaching down to the real meaning of building on the 

example of Christ's death. The wise man's house was "founded upon a  
rock". The same Greek word occurs in Col. 2:7, describing how we are 

"rooted and built up in him". The parallel Eph. 3:17 expands this to mean 
that if Christ dwells in our hearts, we are "rooted and grounded in love... 

able to comprehend... and to know th e love of Christ", which was 
supremely shown in His death. Col. 1:23 associates this being "grounded 

and settled" with not being "moved away from the hope of the Gospel, 
which ye have heard". If the word really sinks down deep within us, it will 

reveal to us the love of Christ on the cross, it will result in true love, and 
all this will be the outworking of the basic doctrines of the Truth which we 

understood at baptism. Thus the hacking away at the rock is not only 

hard, grim work against human nature. It reveals the wondrous love of 
Christ. The implication is that we can only really understand this love, 

that passes human knowledge, if we are really sweating away to obey 
Christ's words, to build our house on a rock.  

 
7:25  And the rain descended and the flo ods came -  The allusion is clearly 

to Noah's flood; although the Greek for 'flood' here usually refers to a 
river. Only those within the ark of Christ were saved. To do he will of God, 

to hear and do the Lord's teaching, to be in the ark of Christ, to be 
founded upon the rock of Christ as our dominant desire -  these are all 

different ways of saying the same thing. Our core root, our foundation, 
our dominant desire, our main self -perception and self -understanding, 

must be of being and living in Christ. This is  the fundamental divide 
between persons, not their statement of faith, their spiritual culture. It 

comes down to whether they have a heart for the Lord Jesus and His 

Kingdom. And we cannot judge those "secrets of men" in this life, but we 



can at least be s ure never to reject anyone who professes to have such a 

heart for the Lord. Paul uses the same word for "descended" to describe 
how Christ shall descend from Heaven at His return (1 Thess. 4:16); 

likewise the word for "came" is used about the coming of Chr ist (Mt. 
24:30,39 parallel the coming of Noah's flood with the coming of Christ). 

The coming of Christ will be judgment; our meeting with Him will be the 
coming of the rain etc. Even the house founded upon the rock took a fair 

beating -  the purpose of judgm ent day is to reveal to the builder (and 
other observers) how he built.   

 

The flood which came was like the day of judgment. This fits in exactly 

with the way Christ used the figure of the flood to describe His second 
coming in Mt. 24. Peter does the same in 2 Pet. 3. The beating of the 

stream upon the house on a rock (v.49) is a truly apposite figure for the 
day of judgment. It certainly implies a process of judgment, in which the 

unworthy will experience a gradual collapse of their spirituality. For the 
man with the firm foundation, the flood of the parable would have been a 

worrying experience. Would the house stand up to it? In many of the 
parables, we can profitably speculate as to likely details of the story. The 

wise man would have remembered his hard  work on the foundation, not 
with any sense of pride or self -  gratitude. But he would nevertheless have 

been aware of it. Our real spiritual effort will be so valuable in that day. 
Only then will we realize the extent of the fact that there can be no short  

cut to true spiritual development. A man cannot be crowned, unless he 
strive lawfully.   The Lord's parable was no doubt partly based on Is. 

28:17, which speaks of the day of judgment being like hail which "shall 

sweep away the refuge of lies, and waters ( which) shall overflow". The 
spiritual house of the foolish builder was a lie, effectively; an appearance 

of real development which deceived men. For externally, men cannot 
know anything about the different foundations of houses built side by 

side. We are l eft to imagine the details of the parable. The foolish man 
would have run outside and watched his house being beaten down and 

washed away. He would have thought of trying to do something to stop 
the destruction, but then given up, realizing it was too late . The foolish 

girls saw that "our oil  is running out" (Gk.). The unworthy will have that 
terrible sense of their opportunity and spirituality ebbing away from them. 

The impression is given in the parable that the two houses were next door 
to each other; ag ain confirming our feeling that this parable is about 

different attitudes to the word within the ecclesia.   
 

"Came" is the same word in the model prayer -  we pray for God's Kingdom 

to "come" (Mt. 6:10), but again we find it hard to pray that prayer if we 
un derstand it. We are praying for the storm of judgment to come and 

beat upon our house.   
 

And the winds blew -  The disciples surely recalled the Lord's teaching 



when they were on the sea of Galilee with winds blowing so strongly that 

they were going to drown  (s.w. Mt. 8:26; 14:24; Jn. 6:18 s.w. 'blow'). 
Those incidents they would've understood as a foretaste of judgment and 

condemnation -  out of which they were saved only by the presence and 
grace of the Lord Jesus. Perhaps the winds refer here to the Angels w ho 

will play a major part in our judgment process; for God makes His Angels 
winds (Ps. 104:4).  

 
And beat upon that house -  The Greek for 'to beat upon' is used seven 

other times in the NT -  and always about falling down at the feet of the 
Lord Jesus. We eith er do that in our desperation today, or His judgment 

shall fall upon us in the last day. There is good reason to think that our 
meeting of the Lord will not be just to receive a yes/no decision. The 

picture of the storm beating on the house to see if it co llapses implies a 
purpose and process of the judgment (Mt. 7:27). If it were only a yes / no 

decision, the language of tribunal, judgment and appeal which occurs in 

passages concerning the judgment seat would appear to be out of place. 
Both sheep and goats  register their surprise at their Lord's comments on 

various specific actions of theirs which he discusses with them -  "When 
saw we thee...?" (Mt. 25:44).  

 

And it did not collapse -  The same house stood before and after judgment. 
See on 7:24 "his house". The  same word is used of how we desperate 

sinners in this life fall down before Jesus in confession that we have 
sinned and we dearly wish to do something about that debt (Mt. 16:26). 

We either do that, or we shall fall down in condemnation at the last day, 

with the same realization (Mt. 18:26). Every knee shall bow to Him in this 
manner -  either in this life, or in condemnation before Him. This is what 

flesh must come to; and we must realize that now. We must fall down 
and be broken upon the rock of Christ now , or that rock will fall upon us 

and grind us to powder with the rest of the kingdoms of men (Mt. 21:41). 
Ananias and Saphira fell to the earth at their condemnation, whereas Saul 

fell to the earth in repentance (Acts 5:5,10; 9:4 s.w.). At the last day, we  
shall fall to the earth but be lifted up and made to stand (Rom. 14:4).   

 
For it was founded upon the rock -  Surely alluded to by Paul when he 

teaches that we must be grounded / have a foundation in love (Eph. 
3:17), in the Gospel of the Kingdom (Col. 1:23 ). And God Himself has the 

ability to "settle" or ground / foundation us (1 Pet. 5:10 s.w.) -  if we so 
wish to have the things of the Lord Jesus, His love and His Kingdom, as 

the dominant, master passion of our lives, then God will confirm us in 

that.  
 

7:26  And everyone that hears these words of mine and does not obey 
them, shall be like a foolish man who built his house upon the sand -  The 

Jews who rejected the Lord Jesus are described as builders in Mk. 12:10; 



Lk. 11:48 -  and to unwise builders in Lk. 14:28.   

 
7:27  And the rain descended and the floods came and the winds blew and 

slammed against that house; and it collapse -  The Lord spoke of the 
rejected at the judgment as being like a house against which "the floods 

came, and the winds blew, and smote upon t hat house; and it fell". Floods 
(of the ungodly), winds (whirlwinds), smiting, a falling house -  this is all 

language taken from Job's experiences. He went through all this  now , just 
as each righteous man must come to condemn himself in self -

examination  now  so that he won't be condemned then. Flesh must be 
condemned, each man must come to know his own desperation. And if he 

won't do this, the judgment process at the last day will teach it him.  

And great was its collapse -  A common figure for condemnation (Mt.  

15:14; Acts 5:5; Rom. 11:11,22; 14:4; 1 Cor. 10:8,12; Heb. 4:11; 
James 5:12). Condemnation will be tragic -  "great". Not only for those 

individuals, but for the Father and Son and all of us who view it. These 
are the final words of the Sermon. The Lord end s on the note of the 

possibility of condemnation, despite His many positive, upbeat and 
encouraging words about the certainty of salvation. The tragedy of the 

future we might miss is simply so great that the Lord felt He had to say 
this. It isn't mere nega tive psychology. The eternal reality of the issues 

before us are such that we can do nothing else but let the Lord's concern 
and earnestness ring in our ears.  

 
The parable of the builders is fundamentally about our attitude to the 

Lord. There is good reaso n to think it mainly concerns the attitude of the 
responsible; in Luke, these words of Jesus (Lk. 6:47) are set against the 

background of Lk. 6:27: "I say unto you which hear". The rest of the 
chapter seems to be addressed primarily to the disciples -  e.g. Lk. 6:41,42 

speak of them beholding the mote in their brother's eye; warning surely 
more relevant to believing disciples than to the world generally. The 

parable of the builders likewise refers to those within the ecclesia, who 
know Christ as their Lord: " Lord, Lord", they say. Among this class of 

people there would be "many" (Mt. 7:21 -  23) who would hear Christ's 
sayings, but not do them. I'm obviously labouring this point, that the 

builders in the parable are those within the ecclesia, or at best the 

resp onsible. This is because the parallel record in Mt. 7 is rather 
unpleasant to apply to the ecclesia; it says that "many" of us will be in 

the category who say "Lord, Lord", and whose house will be destroyed. 
The Greek for ñmany" can imply 'the majority'. Even the majority of those 

who hear Christ's words simply don't do them. Now that's an 
uncomfortable statistic for us who sit before the bread and wine each 

week, seeking to hear Christ's words and do them. This parable was 
spoken in the context of crowds o f the ecclesia of Israel coming to Christ, 



hearing His words, and doing sweet nothing about it. Such an attitude is 

not building a house on a rock.  

 
7:28  And it came to pass, when Jesus had finished these words that the 

crowds -  Although the Lord started te aching only His disciples, leaving the 
multitude at the bottom of the mountain (Mt. 5:1), clearly many of them 

came up to hear Him over the course of His discourse -  for in Mt. 8:1 we 
learn that the multitudes returned from up the mountain.  

 
Were astonished  at his teaching -  The sense of reality commented upon in 

:27 left the people with utter astonishment. Never before nor since have 

the eternal issues of existence been stated so clearly and compellingly.   

 
7:29  For he taught them as one having authority and  not as their 

scribes -  It was exactly because the Lord Jesus had the power to give or 
take eternity that He had this authority which the people sensed.  

  



CHAPTER 8 
8:1 See on 7:28.  
And when he had come down from the mountain, great crowds followed 

him -  The word for "crowds" is used 48 times in Matthew alone. The verbal 
picture is powerful -  the Lord Jesus at the head of a multitude, with them, 

followed by them, and yet so alone...  

8:2  And a leper came to him and knelt before him, saying -  The Greek 

literal ly means to bow or crouch. Perhaps it is being used here in that 
literal sense, inviting us then to imagine the Lord extending His hand to 

the kneeling man (8:3). Or the idea could be that the man's worship was 
not in any external display of respect, but i n the fact he believed in the 

Lord's ability and power to respond to his request. In this case, the man 
worshipped Jesus  in saying  "If You will, You can...".  

Lord, if You desire, You can -  The Lord replied that this was indeed His will 

(8:3). This coinciden ce of human will with that of our Lord is what 
fellowship with Him and answered prayer is all about. The phrase "If You 

will, You can..." is recorded identically in all three of the synoptics (Mk. 

1:40; Lk. 5:12), as if they all wished to draw attention to  the man's 
attitude and make an example of it -  accepting that the Lord has all power 

("can" =  dunamai ), but that our will is not always His.  

Make me clean -  The leper didn't ask so much for healing as for cleansing. 
He wanted the healing  so that  he could be  accepted into the community 

of believers in the temple. Our requests for health and healing should 
likewise be motivated by a desire to use the healed situation in the Lord's 

service. Faith is inculcated by an appreciation of the height of Christôs 
exalta tion. He now has all power in Heaven and in earth, and this in itself 

should inspire us with faith in prayer and hope in His coming salvation. On 

the basis of passages like Ex. 4:7; Num. 12:10 -15; 2 Kings 5:7,8, 
ñleprosy was regarded as a ñstroke" only to be removed by the Divine 

hand which had imposed it" (L.G. Sargent,  The Gospel Of The Son Of 
God , p. 28). The leper lived with this understanding, and yet he saw in 

Jesus nothing less than God manifest. Inspired by the height of the 
position which he gave J esus in his heart, he could ask him in faith for a 

cure: ñIf thou wilt, thou canst  [as only God was understood to be able to] 
make me clean".  

8:3  And he stretched out his hand and touched him, saying -  The Lord is 

described a staggering 28 times in the syno ptics as touching people. This 

was a studied rejection of the false teaching of 'guilt by association' or 
'contamination by contact'. More than that, the Lord was at such lengths 

to identify Himself with suffering people.  

I do desire. Be made clean! -  In Mt . 10:8 the Lord told the disciples to 
likewise "cleanse the lepers". Again the Lord is giving the disciples the 



work of the priests to do. For it was their job to pronounce lepers 

cleansed. But He is asking them to do what He Himself had done in Mt. 
8:3. H is work was to be theirs. The later NT references to  our  being 

cleansed by the Lord Jesus (Eph. 5:26; Tit. 2:14; 1 Jn. 1:7,9 etc.) 
perhaps look back to how the historical Jesus cleansed lepers in Galilee. 

We are to see ourselves in that isolated and reject ed man.  

And immediately his leprosy was cleansed -  The Greek literally means 
'scales' and the same word is used of scales falling from Saul's eyes in 

Acts 9:18. It could've been any skin disease rather than Hansen's 
disease.  

8:4  And  Jesus said to him: See y ou tell no one, but go show yourself to 
the priests and offer the gift that Moses commanded, for a testimony to 

them -  The Lord had told the cured leper to tell no other man but go and 
offer for his cleansing, in order to make a witness to the priests. All three 

synoptics record this, as if it made a special impression on everyone (Mt. 
8:4; Mk. 1:44; Lk. 5:14). It could be that the Lord is using an idiom when 

He told the leper to tell nobody: óGo and make a witness first and 
foremost  to the priests as oppose d to anybody elseô. Such was His zeal for 

their salvation. And the fact that ña great company of the priests were 
obedient to the faithò (Acts 6:7) shows how this apparently hope-against -

hope desire of the Lord for the conversion of His enemies somehow cam e 

true. We noted on 8:3 that the work of the priests was to cleanse the 
leper -  but this had been done by the Lord. The man was therefore to 

show himself to the priests -  in order to demonstrate to them that another 
priest and priesthood was already coming i nto operation.  

8:5  And when he was entering into Capernaum, there came to him a 

centurion, begging him -  "There came" is a poor translation. The Greek 
word is related to that translated 'worship' in 8:2. The parallel is thus 

drawn between the socially isola ted and poverty stricken leper, and the 
wealthy, respected Centurion. The point is that they both were 

experiencing the same utter desperation which led them to cast 

themselves upon the Lord. Social differences are therefore eliminated 
within the community  gathered around Christ -  on the basis of our 

common recognition of our desperation and His unique and sole ability to 
help and save.  

8:6  Saying: Lord, my servant -  Masters were well known for disregarding 

the welfare of their slaves, so in the centurion's p assionate concern for his 
slave we have an insight into the nature of this delightful man.  

Lies in the house paralysed -  The same words recur in 8:14, where Peter's 
mother also lies at home sick, and the Lord heals her. The centurion's 

servant and Peter's m other are thus being paralleled -  just as in 8:5 the 
wealthy Centurion and the poor leper are paralleled. The point is being 

made that many people from very different lives and circumstances had 



one thing in common -  desperate need for healing and salvation at the 

hands of the Lord.  

Grievously tormented -  The same word for 'grievously' is used about the 
disciples' fear during the storm on the lake (Mt.8:26); the Lord was 

seeking to educate the twelve by showing them His ability to cure a 
person in a 'grievous'  situation, and then the next day (or later that same 

day?) giving them the opportunity to themselves be in a 'grievous' 
situation from which likewise just His word was sufficient to save them. 

But they failed to see the similarity. And so a bit later, He have them 
another opportunity to learn from this situation. The servant was 

"tormented", and the very same Greek word is used about how the 

disciples "toiled" or were tormented in trying to row their boat in another 
storm (Mk. 6:48); in Mt. 14:24 we read t hat their ship was "tossed", or 

tormented [same word again]. And again, they failed to learn the lesson -  
that a word from the Lord was sufficient to save them out of 'grievous 

torment', just as it had done for the centurion's servant. In our struggle 
to at tach meaning to event, we are to likewise perceive how the Lord 

demonstrates His power in another's life -  and then brings us into a 
situation which in essence is similar, so that we might ourselves 

experience His power to meet  our  human need. And whether w e 'get it' or 
not, He tends to repeat the lessons, as He did with the disciples.  

8:7  And he said to him: I will come and heal him -  See on 8:9  Come and 
he comes.  

8:8  And the centurion answered and said: Lord, I am not worthy that you 

should come under my roof -  He was aware that Jews were not supposed 
to ócome to' or under the roof of a Gentile (Acts 10:28). He was therefore 

aware that the purpose of God at that time was for Jews rather than 
Gentiles -  his understanding was quite deep. See on 8:9. But the Lo rd was 

quite willing to go under the roof a Gentile; that is the significance of the 
Lord's response that He would come to the sick servant.  

But only say the word and my servant shall be healed -  He had a deep 
belief in the power of the Lord's word, and may  well be alluding to the 

unique Hebrew conception of the creation of all things being through the 
medium of a word spoken. One of Paul's many allusions to the Gospels is 

in 1 Thess. 1:5, where he observes that the Thessalonians had not heard 
"the word only " but had had it confirmed by signs and miracles. He seems 

to be reminding them of the centurion, who believed "the word 
only"  before  he experienced the healing miracle.  

8:9  For I also am a man under authority -  The centurion had perceived 
exactly who the L ord Jesus was -  a man, who was under (Divine) authority 

and yet had others beneath  his  authority. And he understand the Lord 
Jesus as his representative, very similar to him, but with far more power. 

Admittedly he seems to have misunderstood the issue of de mons -  he 



understood that the Lord could say 'go' to whatever mighty ones [cp. his 

soldiers] were making his servant sick. Whatever his beliefs about 
sickness and its cause, he believed the Lord Jesus was far more powerful 

than whatever was causing it. But the Lord all the same commended the 
man for his  faith  even if the precise content of that faith was 

misinformed, and if his way of life as a Roman centurion was not the best 
way of being a Jesus follower; not to mention that he was a Gentile. This 

opens a helpful window onto how the Lord feels about those who strongly 
believe in Him but have their understanding of some details awry.   

 
Come and he comes -  The same word just used by the Lord in saying that 

in response to the centurion's request: "I will come" (8:8). Perhaps the 
centurion is marvelling at the grace of the fact that he had asked the Son 

of God to come, and He had come in response...  

Having under myself soldiers and I say to one: Go! And he goes. And to 

another: Come! And he comes. And to my serva nt: Do this! And he does 
it -  The centurion seems to have believed in demon possession. He 

understood that his servant was ñgrievously tormentedò by them. He 
believed that the Lord could cure him, in the same way as he could say to 

his underlings ñgo, and he goethò (Mt. 8:6-10). And so, he implied, 
couldnôt Jesus just say to the demons óGo!ô, and they would go, as with 

the ódemonsô in the madman near Gadara? The Lord didnôt wheel round 
and read him a lecture about ódemons donôt existô (although they donôt, of 

course, and itôs important to understand that they donôt). He understood 
that this man had faith that He, as the Son of God, had power over these 

ódemonsô, and therefore ñhe marvelled, and saidé Verilyé I have not 

found so great faith, no, not in Israelò. He focused on what faith and 
understanding the man had. With the height of His spirituality, with all the 

reason He had to be disappointed in people, the Lord marvelled at a 
manôs faith. It is an essay in how He seized on what genuine faith He 

found, and  worked to develop it, even if there was an element of false 
understanding in it.  

8:10  When Jesus heard this, he was astonished and said to those 

following him -  He admired him [Gk.]. Here we see the humility of the 
Lord Jesus, that despite His own peerless  perfection, He could admire the 

faith of a man who as a centurion was yet far from His own level of 

spirituality. Despite His peerless faith, the Lord Jesus marvelled at the 
extent of other's faith; the Gospels stress how sensitive He was to the 

faith of others (Mt. 9:2,22,29; 15:28; Mk. 5:34; 10:52; Lk. 7:9,50; 8:48; 
17:19; 18:42). Yet measured by His standards, they probably hardly 

knew what faith was. ñNo, not in Israel" suggests the Lord thought that 
Israelôs faith was something very  high; when their r ejection of Him was 

the cruellest tragedy in their history. The Lord marvelled at the man's 
faith, and also at the extent of unbelief in others (s.w. Mk. 6:6). Given the 

Lord's tiredness, mental and physical exhaustion, demanding program, 



extreme lonelines s etc., the fact He had the emotional energy to marvel is 

an essay in His extreme sensitivity, and how He let neither His spiritual 
mission nor His external circumstances stop Him from having such 

sensitivity regarding the spiritual state of others. In thi s we see a deep 
challenge to ourselves.  

 

There must have been certain similarities of personality type between the 
Lord and His mother. Thus in Lk. 2:33 Mary ñmarvelledò, and the same 

word is used about Jesus in Mt. 8:10 and Mk. 6:6.  

Truly I say to you, I have not found anyone in Israel -  The Lord was and is 

actively searching for faith in people. He is the man looking to find a great 
treasure (Mt. 13:44), seeking to find a pearl of great price (Mt. 13:46), 

finding a lost sheep or coin (Mt. 18:13; Lk. 15:4 -9), finding weak and 
rejected workers to work for Him in His work (Mt. 20:6), wanting to find 

spiritual fruit on the fig tree (Mt. 21:19), finding willing guests for His own 
wedding (Mt. 22:10) -  any who believe in Him. As He meets so many 

disappointments, i magine His joy at finding  our  faith, incomplete and at 
times misplaced as it is. Surely in all this work of seeking and finding just 

a few He was living out His own command to seek, because we will find 
(Lk. 11:10). He seems to allude to the idea in tellin g the disciples to fish 

on the right side of their boat, and they would find (Jn. 21:6). The 

incident is replete with symbolism -  the message surely is that we will find 
converts for the Lord, if we seek for them as the Lord did. We in our turn 

are searchin g to find the Lord (Acts 17:27); and He is seeking to find us. 
Hence the flash moment when the searching God and His Son meet 

searching man in conversion to Christ. Ultimately we are 'found' at the 
Lord's return (Phil. 3:9; 2 Tim. 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:7; 2 Pet. 3:14), but we are 

also 'found' by Him at the point of first faith in this life.  
 

With such great faith -  But as demonstrated in the comment on 8:9, this 
man had profound  understanding . Faith must have content, it is 

belief  in  something, and in this sense fa ith and understanding are 
connected.  

 
8:11  And I say to you, that many shall come from the east and the west 

and shall sit down with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of 

heaven -  Gk. óto reclineô. The reference is to the Messianic banquet, where 
Gentile Christians will sit with Abraham and the Jewish fathers -  because 

they have become the children of Abraham by faith and baptism into 
Christ (Gal. 3:27 -29). Lk. 12:37 comments that the Lord will have 

to  make  the faithful sit down at that banquet -  so st rong will be our 
abiding sense that óI am not worthy of thisô. We note too the literal, 

personal nature of our existence in the Kingdom age.  



8:12  But the sons of the kingdom shall be -  The similar passage in Lk. 

13:28 identifies this class as ñyou yourselvesò, the Jews of the first 
century in whose streets the Lord had taught (Lk. 13:26). They were 

therefore still in some sense Godôs Kingdom, even though the political 
form of that Kingdom had been overthrown in Zedekiahôs time (Ez. 

21:25 -27). Likewise those who are under the dominion of the King are in 
a sense His Kingdom right now, even though the Kingdom is not yet 

restored in its visible, literal, political sense.  

Cast out into the outer darkness -  The metaphor continues from the idea 
of reclining at banque t in 8:11. Some would be cast out from that happy, 

well lit room -  into the darkness outside. The idea of entering a banquet 

and then being cast out of it is repeated in the parable of the man without 
a wedding garment, who enters the banquet but is then li kewise cast out 

into ñouter darknessò (Mt. 22:12,13). That man therefore becomes 
symbolic of the Jews who trusted in their fleshly descent from Abraham as 

a guarantee of salvation and eternal fellowship with him. óCast into outer 
darknessô to experience weeping and gnashing of teeth is paralleled in Mt. 

13:42 by ñCast them into a furnace of fire; there shall be weeping and 
gnashing of teethò. The ñfurnace of fireò and the ñouter darknessò are 

both therefore figurative. The language speaks of intense alonene ss (in 
the darkness) and searing mental pain. The spectre and possibility of 

rejection at the last day is brought frequently before us in the Scriptures, 
especially in the teaching of the Lord Jesus. It is an element, a dimension 

of life, that we need to b ear in mind. On the one hand, the Lord seems 
eager to save anyone who believes, such is His grace; on the other pole 

there is this kind of language about condemnation. I submit that this is an 

intended, irreconcilable paradox which we are left with, purpos efully, and 
for our good. I doubt that the paradox can be resolved, at least not by 

any intellectual, expositional process.  

There shall be the weeping -  Either we will mourn now in repentance (Lk. 
6:25; the Greek for "mourn" is often in a repentance context ), or we will 

mourn at the judgment (Mt. 8:12 etc.). Having foretold the inevitable 
coming of judgment day, Yahweh Himself pleads with Israel: "Therefore 

also  now ... turn ye even to me... with weeping, and with mourning" (Joel 
2:12).  

And the gnashing of te eth -  Weeping and gnashing of teeth is emphasized 
in Matthew (Mt. 13:42,50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30). Luke mentions it once 

(Lk. 13:28), Mark and John never. It was clearly a dimension to the Lordôs 
teaching which struck Matthew deeply, and he used it often in his 

teaching of the Gospel, of which óthe Gospel according to Matthewô is a 
transcript. Gnashing of teeth suggests anger, and Lk. 13:28 says it is 

triggered by seeing Gentiles in Godôs Kingdom and Jewish people from the 
time of Jesus rejected. So it is par tly anger with self, but also the raging 

anger which comes from jealousy. We need to meditate upon the way in 



which actual human beings who met Jesus in the flesh are for sure going 

to reappear at the day of judgment. On their deathbeds or later in life 
they mayôve idly reflected óAh yes, there was that Jesus guy I met once, 

the one they killed, and then a cult started based around Him afterwardsô. 
Such people will reappear at judgment day, and their same basic 

personality will continue. As they were furiou s at the Lordôs claim that 
Gentiles would be in Godôs Kingdom, so they will be in a blind rage about 

it still at judgment day. The only other time the Greek for ógnashingô is 
used in the New Testament is in Acts 7:54, where again the Jewish 

conscience was pricked, leading them to gnash upon Stephen. How they 
were then in the first century is how they will be at the last day. The 

gnashing of teeth is clearly connected with the anger which comes from 
jealousy at othersô acceptance. One cannot help think of the very many 

professing believers who have huge anger at the thought of an open 
table, or of someone they consider to be óoutsideô of their small circle 

breaking bread at the Lordôs table. Those same basic structures and 

constructs of thinking, that same es sential personality, will reappear at 
judgment day. The awesomeness of having been resurrected and actually 

meeting Jesus in person will not change our basic personalities. Our spirit, 
in that sense, is preserved. The time for change of attitudes and 

trans formation of character is now.   In the OT, gnashing of teeth always 
means to hate somebody, often the righteous (Job 16:9; Ps. 35:16; 

37:12; 112:10; Lam. 2:16). Could it not be that the rejected hate their 
Lord and His people, who will be watching the judg ment in some form, 

and therefore go and join the ranks of the embittered armies that come 
against Him? Or is their extreme hatred against themselves? Ps. 112:10 

speaks of the wicked gnashing with their teeth and melting away, 
suggesting that the slinking a way process goes on even in the outer 

darkness; they wander, but in their aimless wandering they slowly slink 
yet further away from their Lord -  the one who once fain would have 

carried them on His shoulders, gathered them under His wings. It's a 

terrible p icture. Cain, in typifying all the rejected, felt that his 
condemnation was something greater than he could bear (Gen. 4:13).  

8:13  And Jesus said to the centurion: Go your way -  The Lord several 

times uses this word (literally, ódepartô) to a person after having healed 
them or having had a saving encounter with them. He used it to the 

healed leper in Mt. 8:4, and again in Mt. 9:6 (the paralyzed man); Mk. 
5:19 (Legion); Mk. 5:34 (the woman with an issue of blood); Mk. 7:29 

(the Syrian woman); Mk. 10:21 (the r ich young man); Mk. 10:52 (the 
blind man); Lk. 17:14 (the lepers); the Samaritan woman (Jn. 4:16); the 

blind man at Siloam (Jn. 9:7); the resurrected Lazarus (Jn. 11:44). This is 

a significant theme, therefore, in the Lordôs dealings with people. It 
sugges ts a commission, a sending forth on His work -  the same word is 

found in the commission to ñGo into the vineyardò to work (Mt. 20:4,7; 
21:28), ógoingô to bring forth fruit (Jn. 15:16) and finally in ógoingô to the 

world to tell them of the Lordôs resurrection (Mk. 16:7). We are each 



individually sent out from Him to do His work in our own unique way. The 

way for the great commission is therefore prepared by these many 
examples of ósendingô. That commission, the sending out, is therefore a 

totally personal ma tter -  not something to be merely considered by 
missions committees, or groups of enthusiasts. We are each personally 

ósentô, bidden depart on our personal way, as a result of our encounter 
with the Lord.  

As you have believed, so it is done for you ï The idea could be that the 

quality, nature and extent of healing was dependent upon the nature of 
the faith. We ask for forgiveness for our own sins ñasò we have forgiven 

others. There is here a recognition by the Lord that issues like faith and 

forgiveness ar e not simply black or white situations. They are processes, 
and there is clearly a sliding scale of measurement for things such as faith 

and forgiveness. The point is that according to where we set the slider on 
our own faith or forgiveness, so there will be a corresponding response 

from God. Godôs possibility is our possibility; and this is what the Lord 
was teaching the man who thought that it all depended upon the Lordôs 

possibility alone (Mk. 9:23). The extent and nature of the Lord's healing 
seems to h ave been limited by the faith of the recipient (Mt. 8:13 " 

as...so ò; 9:29 " according to ò; 12:22 " inasmuch ò).  

And the servant was healed in that hour -  The phrase could mean that the 

servant was cured within the same hour, or at that very instant. In this 
case the suggestion would be that the centurionôs faith was great and 

therefore the cure happened totally and instantly. The Greek for óhealedô 
is also translated ómade wholeô, so there could be a comment upon the 

extent (total healing) and immediacy (inst ant) of the cure -  as a result of 
the manôs great level of faith. 

8:14  And when Jesus had entered Peter's house, he saw his wife's mother 

lying -  As if the Lord noticed the problem and took the initiative to assist, 
rather than being asked to. Yet Mk. 1:31 s tates that ñthey [told] Him 

about herò and He responded. Surely the overall picture is that He did 

notice her need. But He waited to be asked before responding -  not 
because He would not otherwise have responded, but because He wanted 

to pique the intensity  of request and entreaty on their part. We sense the 
same spirit in how He appeared to be asleep on the sinking boat, and how 

He made as if He would go further on the way to Emmaus. And His 
apparent silence in our own lives is surely to provoke our prayerf ulness 

and faith likewise.  

Sick with a fever -  The Greek literally means óto be on fireô. This is yet 
another example of phenomenological language. A high temperature was 

thought to be a sign that something was on fire within a person; that 

wrong idea is re peated without correction, just as the language of demons 
is. The simple point being made, time and again, is that however folk 

understood disease, the power of the Lord Jesus was so infinitely greater 



that whatever was supposed to be causing the illness e ffectively didnôt 

exist.  

8:15  And he touched her hand and -  One of the colossal 28 references in 
the Gospels to the Lord touching needy and neglected people, thereby 

showing His desire to connect with us in our humanity. We noted under 
8:14 that the belief was that this womanôs high temperature was because 

of our fire deep within her. By touching her  hand , an extremity, perhaps 
the Lord was showing that actually that belief was wrong. But as with the 

whole issue of belief in demons as a cause of unexplained illness, the Lord 
dealt with the issue by inference and implication rather than a direct 

statement that óthis is wrongô. He reserved such a style for the 

condemnation of spiritual intolerance and other moral issues.  

The fever left her -  Also the language of  the day, because illness was 
understood as having to go somewhere when it was healed.  

And she arose and ministered to him -  Her response to her healing was to 

serve the Lord and His people. This should be the underlying motive why 

we ask for healing and go od health -  so that we can serve. And our 
response to the Lordôs touching of us can never be passive-  it involves 

some level of active serving. Perhaps the use of  diakoneo  looks forward to 
the office and practice of women being deacons, ministers, in the ea rly 

church. For the church of any age is to be an extension of the men and 
women who followed the Lord Jesus in Galilee.   There was a Rabbinic 

prohibition of women serving men at table, so this is yet another instance 
of the Lord and His people being drive n by their desire to respond to 

God's grace to breaking accepted social norms about gender.  

8:16 And when evening had come, they brought to him many possessed 

with demons, and he cast out the spirits with a word and healed all that 
were sick -  The healing h ad been done on a Sabbath, and so they only 

carried their sick to the Lord after sunset. We see here the power of 
religious tradition and fear of religious leaders and infringement of their 

traditions. There would have been urgently sick people, who needed  
healing as soon as possible. The people believed the Lord could heal 

them; but their fear of infringing Sabbath  traditions was even greater. 
And we see the same in essence today.  

8:17  So that it might be fulfilled which was spoken through Isaiah the 

proph et, saying: He took our infirmities and bore our diseases -  ñHe took 

our infirmities and bore our diseasesò is how Is. 53 described the cross; 
but these words are quoted in Mt. 8:16,17 about the Lordôs healing of 

people. The miracles therefore were performe d in the spirit of the cross -  
personally identifying with the sick and healing them through that 

identification.  



8:18  Now when Jesus saw -  An example of how the Lord was so human 

that He still acquired knowledge by the exercise of His senses. Knowledge 
was not just beamed into Him.  

Great crowds -  Why did the Lord dislike the crowds? It may be that He 

simply found it nervously and spiritually too exhausting for Him to be 
surrounded by so many wrongly motivated people. If so, what does that 

mean about our decis ion making in view of our human limitations? Or it 
could be that His focus was upon the training of the twelve and He didnôt 

want to be distracted from that. Or perhaps He foresaw that if the crowds 
remained too long with Him, then they would begin a publi c revolt to 

enthrone Him as a King or at least some figurehead in protest against the 

Roman occupation. Hence His continual emphasis that His kingdom was 
about internal renewal, not external revolt. There may well have been a 

simple logistical issue -  He co uld not normally address thousands of people 
and be heard by them all without speech reinforcement. The feeding 

miracles seem to have involved the use of a natural amphitheatre which 
enabled this. But thousands of people just tagging along, pressing closer  

to see or feel a miracleé often there would have been no chance to 
actually teach them anything, and most of the crowd wouldôve only heard 

exaggerated and distorted versions of what was being said and done by 
Jesus. And there was also the very real practi cal danger of a stampede 

and people being trampled to death; Lk. 12:1 speaks of how one such 
ñinnumerable multitudeé trod one upon anotherò. 

About him, he gave commandment to depart to the other side -  The 
Greek  peran  doesnôt have to mean this; it can also simply mean to go 

further or beyond.  

8:19  And there came a scribe and said to him -  Not necessarily a religious 
one, although probably this is the reference. The same word is also 

translated ñclerkò. It was after Jesus had commanded the disciples to sail 
to  the other side of the lake, that this scribe came to Him. By talking to 

this man, who likely was just asking the Lord trick questions and trying to 

catch Him out, the Lord delayed their departure; with the result that they 
nearly lost their lives in the s torm that came (Mt. 8:18 -23). The disciples 

must have many times during that storm reflected with bitter annoyance 
how the Lord has gotten them in to this problem all because He had been 

wasting time with that Scribe. But the Lord had such a hopefulness an d a 
spirit of passionate concern for the salvation of the individual, however 

arrogant and conceited they seemed to be, that He would risk danger in 
order to spend time with such a person. I find this an amazing example, 

surrounded as we are by a majority of people who appear like that Scribe.  

Teacher, I will follow you -  A massive 76 times we read in the Gospels of 

people following Jesus. Following Him  wherever He goes  is the 
characteristic of the faithful (Rev. 14:4). The following of Jesus around 

Palestine therefore was presented in the Gospel records (and they are 



transcripts of the preaching of the Gospel) as the pattern for all who 

would later follow Him. His teachi ng in these verses, as so often, is that 
following Him is not about being part of a large crowd which broadly 

identifies with Jesus and hangs around Him, although often not hearing 
and taking seriously His words (see on 8:18). It is about real self -

sacrifi ce, and a following Him to the cross. In this we see a rebuke of the 
cultural óChristianityô which has historically been so much a part of the 

Western world. Itôs hard to follow Him; whereas joining the Christian 
denomination in which they were raised is f or many people easier to do 

than not do. But really following Jesus is not so easy, and it leads to the 
death of the cross.  

Wherever you go -  He sensed the Lord was trying to distance Himself from 
the crowds (see on 8:18) by going on beyond them, or to the other side 

of the Lake. And this man said he was willing to do that, to be in the inner 
circle which the Lord visibly had around Him. For when surrounded by the 

crowds, He addressed Himself to the disciples (Lk. 12:1; and also in 
giving the Sermon on the M ount, Mt. 5:1 cp. 8:1). ñGoò here translates 

the same Greek word as the Lord has just used in 8:18 -  He commanded 
the inner circle disciples to ñdepartò, or ñgoò. And this scribe wanted to be 

in that inner circle and to go with them. The Lord Jesus had a wa y of 
gently turning comments and questions back on the person who made 

them, and of redefining the terms used. The man said that he would 
follow Him ñwhithersoever you gotò, i.e. to whatever end point the road 

may lead to. The Lord replied that He had nowh ere to lay His head. In 
other words, itôs the following of Him that we need to focus on, rather 

than the hardness of some possible great future sacrifice that may lie 

ahead. Itôs the road, and not the destination, that are important (Mt. 
8:19 -21).  

 

8:20 Se e on 6:26.  
And Jesus said to him: The foxes have holes and the birds of the sky have 

nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head -  The only other 
time the Greek phrase is used in the record that on death, He óbowed His 

headô (Jn. 19:30). His later warnings about what it meant to follow Him 
were to the effect that it meant carrying our cross with Him to the place 

of crucifixion. Perhaps there is a hint of that here. It may be that that 

night, the Lord literally had nowhere to sleep. But it was not t he case for 
Him every night. Yet He seems to be purposefully painting a demanding 

picture in order to make the point -  that following Him was not a case of 
tagging along with the crowd, hearing garbled reports of His words from 

others and enthusiastically h oping for some personal benefit from being 
involved with Him. Jesus died because He gave out His Spirit, as an act of 

the will. He gave His life, it was not taken from Him by murder. The fact 
the Lord died not just because events overtook Him and happened to Him 

is perhaps reflected in Paulôs speaking in Rom. 6 of ñthe death that he 



diedé the life that he livethò. He died a death; he Himself died it; and yet 

just as truly, He lived a life. He didnôt just let events happen to Him. He 
was not mastered in His life by human lusts and selfish desires; He was in 

that sense the only ultimately free person to have ever lived. When He 
ñbowed his headò, the same Greek is used as in Mt. 8:20: ñThe Son of 

man has no place to lay / bow his headò. It was as if He only lay His head 
down, giving out His life, when He knew it was time to rest from a dayôs 

work well done. He lived a surpassingly free life, and freely gave that life 
up; it was not taken from Him.  When the Lord spoke of how "the son of 

man has nowhere to lay his  head" (Mt. 8:20), He was apparently alluding 
to a common proverb about how humanity generally ["son of man" as 

generalized humanity] is homeless in the cosmos. In this case, we see 
how the Lord took every opportunity to attest to the fact that what was 

tr ue of humanity in general was true of Him. Perhaps this explains His 
fondness for describing Himself as "son of man", a term which can mean 

both humanity in general, and also specifically the Messiah predicted in 

Daniel.  

8:21  And another of the disciples s aid to him -  The scribe of 8:19 could 
therefore be classed as a ódiscipleô. The term doesnôt necessarily refer to 

the twelve, although there does seem a distinction between the 
ómultitudesô who followed and from the edge of that crowd heard a few 

garbled ve rsions of the Lordôs words and work (see on 8:18), and 
ódisciplesô, those who were willing to be learners from Him as from a 

rabbi.  

Lord, permit me first to go and bury my father -  This was perhaps said in 

response to the Lordôs decision to move on beyond the crowds, or ñto the 
other sideò (see on 8:18). Like the scribe, this man wanted to be in some 

kind of inner circle. And he had shown some interest -  it would seem that 
on the morning of his fatherôs funeral, he had come to listen to Jesus. But 

he wanted t he Lord to delay His departure until he had completed burying 
his father that afternoon. It seems that a third individual also wanted to 

follow the Lord further in response to the command He gave to the inner 
circle to ñdepartò; for Lk. 9:61 records another person wanting the Lord to 

just wait until he had run home to say goodbye to his family and explain 
his absence.  

8:22  But Jesus said to him: Follow me, and leave the dead to bury their 
own dead -  All three people (see Lk. 9:61) wanted to follow Jesus. But  the 

Lordôs point is that unless they were going to pay the price until it hurt, 
then they were not following Him. They were just tagging along the huge 

crowds. There is a clear link between following Christ and carrying His 
cross. Mt. 10:38; Mk. 8:34; 10: 21 make it apparent: ñWhosoever will 

come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow 
meò. But there are other less evident connections. The man following his 

fatherôs coffin was told to break off and come follow Christ instead (Mt. 



8:22) -  as if following Him involved following Him unto the place of death. 

The faithful women who literally followed Him to the cross are described 
as also  having followed Him in Galilee (Mk. 15:41), as if their following 

then and their literal following of  Him to Golgotha were all part of the 
same walk.  

8:23  And when he had boarded a boat, his disciples followed him -  This is 

quite a compliment, given the definitions the Lord has been giving in :22 
about the difficulty of following Him truly. Chapter 8 empha sizes this 

theme of following Jesus, the Greek literally means to take the same road 
as (8:1,10,19,22). Verses 21 and 22 emphasize that this was not as easy 

as merely literally walking around Palestine with Him, externally 

following -  but it involved the lo ss of all one holds dear in human life. And 
the road or way taken by the Lord ultimately led to the cross. A huge 76 

times this word is used in the Gospels. The following of Jesus in all ways 
is the essence of Christianity -  for the faithful are those who f ollow the 

Lamb  wherever  [and that surely is the emphasis] He goes (Rev. 14:4).  
 

8:24  And without warning, a furious storm -  The word is also translated 
"earthquake". The waves from the earthquake "covered" or 'hid' [s.w.] 

the ship. Given the intensity of th e situation it seems unlikely the Lord 
was really "asleep". Here we have a picture of the apparent silence of 

God. He appeared to be asleep, He remained with eyes closed, lying there 
as the boat was hidden beneath the waves. But He did this surely to pique  

the intensity of faith and urgency of appeal in their prayer to Him for 
salvation. And the apparent silence of the Lord in our lives is ultimately to 

try to achieve the same effect.   

Arose on the sea -  Same Greek word occurs in 8:26 "there was / arose a 

gr eat calm". Just as easily as God can raise up a crisis, He can raise up 
the resolution to it. The changes of tense in the Gospel records suggest 

an eye witness telling the story. Take the parallel Mk. 4:37: "And there 
arises a great storm of wind,  and the waves beat into the boat, insomuch 

that the boat was now filling" (RV). But the rest of the account in the 
surrounding verses is in proper past tenses -  e.g. "He arose, and rebuked 

the wind, and said..." (Mk. 4:39). The impression we have is of the author 
getting carried away with the memory of the event, and telling it as if it's 

happening. And this is especially fitting if in fact the Gospels were 

performed live rather than coldly memorized as prose.  
 

So much so that the boat was covered with the waves; bu t he slept -  The 
Greek could also stand the translation 'lying down to rest'. But how could 

He appear to be resting or asleep in such a situation? I suggest He did 
this to elicit their desire for Him. Likewise He made as if He would walk by 

them during anot her storm, and acted as if He would go on further on the 
walk to Emmaus. It was all in order to elicit their urgent desire for Him. 

And so it is with His apparent silence to us; that silence or lack of 



immediate response is in order to heighten our final s ense of His grace 

and action. We see it in how He delayed going to Lazarus; it is the 
principle of Is. 30:18: "Therefore Yahweh will wait, that He may be 

gracious to you; and therefore He will be exalted, that He may have 
mercy on you, for Yahweh is a God of justice. Blessed are all those who 

wait for Him".  
 

8:25  And they came to Him -  'Coming to' can be understood in the sense 
of worship. His apparent silence led them to an intensity of prayerful 

approach to Him. See on :24.  
 

And awoke him -  Literally, to ra ise up. 'Asleep' in 8:24 can also mean 
simply to lay down to rest. It seemed He didn't want to do anything -  until 

they imposed upon Him with all their energy and intensity of focus upon 
Him and Him alone as their Saviour. And the whole situation was raised  

up to that end.  

 
Saying, Save us, Lord! -  Peter used the same word when he urged the 

Lord in another storm "save  me " (Mt. 14:30). We see how the Lord 
repeated the storm experience in the lives of the disciples, hoping they 

would learn the lesson of faith a nd focus upon Him, and repeating them 
so that they might be learnt. The two incidents are again connected by 

the rebuke "Ye [plural] of little faith" (8:26) and then to Peter "You 
[singular] of little faith" (Mt. 14:31).  

 
We perish! -  The same Greek words f or 'save' and 'perish' also occur 

together in Mt. 16:25, where the Lord teaches that if we seek to save our 
lives in this world then we will perish. He could thereby be making a 

criticism of the disciples' plea to be saved from perishing; His sense would 
then have been 'You should have an even greater, focused intensity upon 

your need to be saved spiritually and not to perish eternally'. Again the 

two words occur together in Mt. 18:11, where the Lord says that He came 
to save those who are perishing -  and ag ain, He has in view spiritual, 

ultimate salvation. The perishing disciples on the lake, in need of saving, 
are therefore being set up as a picture of the intensity of desire we should 

have for forgiveness and salvation. The way essential intention is 
under stood as prayer is perhaps reflected in the way Matthew records 

that the disciples prayed during the storm on the lake: "Lord, save us, we 
are perishing!" (Mt. 8:25). Mark records that their actual words were 

"Teacher, do you not care if we perish?" (Mk. 4 :38). Perhaps this was 
read by Matthew's inspiration as prayer. An alternative would be that they 

firstly said the words recorded by Mark, and then those by Matthew -  in 
which case we could perhaps notice the difference between "Teacher!" 

and "Lord!", as if  the higher they perceived the greatness of the Lord 
Jesus, the more moved they were to prayer.  



 

Mark records that they actually said :  ñCarest thou not that we perish?ò 
(Mk. 4:38). His whole life and death were because He  did  so care that 

they would not pe rish (Jn. 3:16). Itôs so reminiscent of a childôs total, if 
temporary, misunderstanding and lack of appreciation of the parentôs love 

and self -sacrifice.  

8:26  And he said to them: Why are you fearful? -  Fear and unbelief are 
again connected in Rev. 21:8. The unbelief refers ultimately to disbelief in 

our salvation, fear of condemnation; see on 8:25 'We perish'.  
 

O you of little faith! -  See on 8:25 "save us". The question as to  why  they 

had little faith echoes to us. Why is it that faith is so hard for us? The 
track record of the Father and Son as rewarding faith is clear and without 

question. This  why  question drives each individual into personal 
introspection, reviewing our history, past and present influences upon us, 

the nature of our personality.  Why  do  we not believe very strongly... ? 
The records of the Lordôs words to the disciples in the sinking ship are 

significantly different within the Gospel records. Lukeôs record has Him 
upbraiding them: ñWhere is your faith?ò, as if He thought they had none. 

Matthew and Mark have Him commenting: ñO you of little  faith...ò. Putting 
them together, perhaps He said and implied something like: óO you of 

little faith, you who think you have a little faith, in my view you have 
no  real  faith. Come on, where is your  real  faith, not the little bit 

which  you  think you have...?ô (Mt. 8:26 cp. Mk. 4:40). The Greek for 
ñlittleò faith is also translated óalmostô; as if the Lord is saying that they 

almost had faith, but in reality, had nothing. The Lord spoke of how just a 

littl e piece of real faith, like a grain of mustard seed, could result in so 
much (Mk. 11:12,13) -  as if He recognized that there was pseudo - faith, 

and the real thing.  Oligopistos  ("little faith") is used five times by Matthew 
(Mt. 6:30; 14:31; 16:8; 17:20); it never occurs in Mark and only once in 

Luke. Perhaps Matthew's Gospel record was written to challenge those 
whose faith was small, and he encourages them that the disciples likewise 

started with "little faith".   

 
It seems to me that all the Lord's servants are taught by increments, 

progressively, being given tests as to the degree to which they have 

grasped what the Lord has sought to teach them previously. And the Lord 
Jesus used a similar structured approach with the training of the twelve 

disciples. When the Lord commented ñHave you not yet faith?ò (Mk. 4:40 
RV) it becomes immediately apparent that He was working with the 

twelve according to some program of spiritual development, and He was 
frustrated with their lack of response to it and slow progress. He  surely 

has a similar program in place, and makes similar patient efforts, with 
each one of us. It is apparent to any reader of the Greek text of the 

Gospels that Jesus almost always left the verb ñbelieveò without an object 



(e.g. Mk. 4:40; 5:34,36; 9:23).  The question naturally arose: óBelieve in 

what or whom ?ô. And seeing the speaker of the words, the answer was 
there before their eyes.  

Then he arose and rebuked the winds and the sea, and there was a great 

calm -  The Greek for "rebuked" can mean just this,  but it is also translated 
'to solemnly charge'. There are times in the Gospels where the sovereign 

authority of Jesus as Lord simply shines through. He did His work with a 
minimum of such displays of authority. Yet there are enough of them to 

make us appr eciate how He could so easily have 'come down from the 
cross'; such incidents of sovereign authority in His ministry simply pave 

the way for us to appreciate the degree of self -control and wilful sacrifice 

and suffering which He achieved on the cross. The peoples of the first 
century, and their predecessors, believed that demons and the Satan 

monster were somehow associated with water ï that was why, they 
figured, the water mysteriously kept moving, and at times blew up into 

storms. When we read of God órebukingô the waters and making them 
calm or do what He wished (Ps. 18:16; 104:7; 106:9), weôre effectively 

being told that Yahweh of Israel is so infinitely superior to those supposed 
demons and sea monsters that for Godôs people, they have no effective 

existence. The Lord Jesus taught the same lesson when He órebukedô the 
sea and wind during the storm on the lake (Mt. 8:26). The same Greek 

word is used to described how He órebukedô demons (Mt. 17:18 etc.). I 
have no doubt that the Lord Jesus didnôt believe there was a Loch Ness ï

type monster lurking in Galilee which He had to rebuke in order to save 
the disciples from the storm; and likewise He spoke of órebukingô demons 

as a similar way of teaching others that  whatever  ideas they had about 

demons, He was grea ter and was in a position to órebukeô them. Likewise 
He assured His men that they had the power to tread on snakes, 

scorpions, and all their enemies (Lk. 10:17 ï20). The image of a victorious 
god trampling his foes and snakes underfoot was well established in the 

surrounding cultures, and had entered Judaism. The Lord is teaching 
those fearful men that OK, if thatôs your perception of things, well, in your 

terms, you have ultimate victory through working óin My nameô. 

Mark records that the Lord commanded the  waves ñPeace, be stillò. His 
authoritative "Peace, be still" (Mk. 4:39) was probably primarily 

addressed to the Angels controlling the natural elements. The reference to 

Angels 'ministering' to Him after the temptations suggests their 
inferiority. Thus He  could summon twelve legions of Angels at the time of 

His greatest passion -  maybe He remembered this incident and it was a 
temptation to Him to use this power over Angels at the crucifixion.  

 All three of the Synoptics use the same phrase for "a great calm " (Mk. 

4:39; Lk. 8:24). It would've been a profound experience. The whole 
experience looks ahead to the calm of God's Kingdom being brought 

about by intense latter day prayer during a tribulation so intense that 



unless it were shortened, the faithful would  die. When the Lord calmed 

the raging sea into a still calmness, He was consciously replicating what 
happened when Jonah was cast into the sea. He said plainly that He 

understood Jonahôs willing submission to this as a type of His coming 
death. Therefore H e saw the stilled sea as a symbol of the peace His 

sacrifice would achieve. And yet even during His ministry, He brought that 
calmness about; for in principle, His sacrifice was ongoing throughout His 

life. His blood is a symbol both of His cross and of th e life He lived.  

8:27  And the men -  An unusual term for the disciples. But it's 
understandable -  they were awed by the power and majesty of the Father 

and Son, and therefore keenly felt their humanity.  

Marvelled, saying -  A word so often used about the response of people to 

miracles. The Lord had marvelled at another's faith in 8:10, and now men 
marvel at His faith. A very positive mutuality is suggested here between 

the Lord and His followers.  
 

What manner of man is this -  What  sort  of man is this (Gk.  potapos ), they 
asked themselves. They felt very much their own humanity (hence they 

are called "the men" at this time), and their awe was because they 
sensed that Jesus too was a man. Accepting the humanity of the Lord 

Jesus is relatively easy on one level,  as a matter of theology, exposition 

or logic. But then comes the far harder part -  the awe at the fact that One 
who was like me could actually do so much and be so much. And this can 

lead to our feeling a kind of gap between Him and us, although we know 
He shared the same nature, this in a sense means that we feel the 

spiritual distance between Him and us very keenly. In later spiritual 
maturity, Peter seems to have reflected upon this gap and realized that it 

was bridgeable -  for he uses a similar word in s aying that because of God's 
grace, "what manner of persons( potapous ) ought we to be...". Just as 

Jesus was human and yet different from unbelieving men, so that same 
element of difference can be seen in us. The whole consideration is an 

essay in His humani ty and representation of us as humans.  
"What manner of  man  is this?" was maybe said on perceiving that His 

actions were in fulfilment of the prophecy that  Yahweh  would still the 
waves of the sea. And in the context of stilling another storm, He 

comments: " Fear not, it is I" -  not 'it's  me '. He was surely suggesting they 

connect Him with the essence of the Yahweh Name, I am that I am. But 
the connection was only for those who would truly meditate and connect 

things together. As our Moslem friends have correc tly pointed out many 
times, Jesus Himself never in so many words claimed to be Messiah. 

When others said this about Him, He replies by describing Himself as the 
"son of man". Indeed, this was His preferred self - image. He was intensely 

conscious of His huma nity, His solidarity with us, and it was as if He 
directed us who later have believed to image Him first and foremost as 

a man of our nature . Of course, He was and is so much more than that. 



But because we are human, we have to image ourselves around a per fect 

human -  Jesus, the real and full humanity as God intended. Here those 
who believe Jesus was God Himself place themselves at a distinct 

disadvantage -  our understanding that Jesus did indeed come "in the 
flesh" ought to be a tremendous inspiration to us to be like Him. The 

power and compulsion of His life and example are surely diminished by 
relating to Him as God Himself.  

 

That even the winds and the sea obey him? -  The disciples spoke of the 
wind and sea as if they were conscious entities, able to be obe dient to the 

word of Jesus. The same word is used to describe the marvel of the 

people that "even the unclean spirits... obey Him" (Mk. 1:27). Just as 
wind and sea are not actually living entities, so unclean spirits likewise 

don't actually exist. But the disciples clearly had the idea in their head. 
Yet the scale of the Lord's power over such entities in fact showed their 

effective non -existence in practice.  

8:28  And when he had arrived on the other side -  The Gospel records 
often paint a broad scene and th en zoom in upon the person of Jesus. 

Mark does this by using a plural verb  without an explicit subject  to paint a 
picture of the disciples or crowd generally; and then follows this by a 

singular verb or pronoun referring specifically to Jesus. Here are som e 

examples: "They came to the other side... and when He had stepped out 
of the boat" (Mk. 5:1,2); "when they came from Bethany, he was hungry" 

(Mk. 8:22); "they went to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his 
disciples..." (Mk. 14:32). The grammatica l feature is more evident in 

Greek than in English. If the writer of Mark had been a cameraman, he'd 
have taken a broad sweep, and then suddenly hit the zoom to focus right 

up close upon Jesus Himself. This is what is being done with words, and it 
reflects  the Christ -centeredness of the whole narrative and preaching of 

the Gospel, of which the Gospels are transcripts.  

In the country of the Gadarenes -  The "Girgashites" of Dt. 7:1, some of 

the original inhabitants of Canaan who had never been cast out of the 
land as intended by God. These men stopped anyone passing along the 

way or road. The point may be that those whom Israel should've 'cast out' 
to secure their inheritance of the Kingdom were finally cast out by Christ. 

This lays the basis for the language o f 'casting out' the demons into the 
lake.  

 
There met him two possessed with demons -  Mark and Luke focus upon 

just one of them, Legion. Luke says that Peter went to the Lord's tomb 
after the resurrection, yet several other disciples also went there ("some 

of our number"). Luke chose to focus upon only Peter; and here too, he 
chooses to focus upon only one of the two demoniacs.    

 



Coming out of the tombs, exceedingly fierce, so that no one could go that 

way -  See on 8:34.   

For a detailed study on this inciden t, see my discussion of it in The Real 
Devil . See too commentary on Mark 5 and Luke 8.  

 
8:29  And they cried out, saying: What have we to do with you, you Son 

of God? Have you come here to torment us befor e the time? -  The 
language of judgment at the last day, "the time" (Rev. 14:10; 20:10). 

See on :30  a good way off  and on :31  cast us out . Legion believed he was 
demon possessed. But the Lord didnôt correct him regarding this before 

healing him; indeed, one assumes the man probably had some faith for 

the miracle to be performed (Mt. 13:58). Lk. 8:29 says that Legion ñwas 
driven of the devil into the wildernessò, in the same way as the Lord had 

been driven into the wilderness  by the spirit  (Mk. 1:12) and yet o vercame 
the ódevilô in whatever form at this time. The man was surely intended to 

reflect on these more subtle things and see that whatever he had once 
believed in was immaterial and irrelevant compared to the Spirit power of 

the Lord. And yet the Lord ówent alongô with his request for the demons 
he thought were within him to be cast into óthe deepô, thoroughly rooted 

as it was in misunderstanding of demons and sinners being thrown into 
the abyss. This was in keeping with the kind of healing styles people w ere 

used to at the time ï e.g. Josephus records how Eleazar cast demons out 
of people and placed a cup of water nearby, which was then [supposedly] 

tipped over by the demons as they left the sick person [ Antiquities of the 
Jews  8.46 ï48]. It seems to me tha t the Lord ówent along withô that kind 

of need for reassurance, and so He made the pigs stampede over the cliff 

to symbolize to the healed man how his disease had really left him.  

A comparison of the records indicates that the voice of the individual man 
is paralleled with that of the 'demons' -  the man was called Legion, 

because he believed and spoke as if he were inhabited by hundreds of 
'demons':  

"Torment me  not" (Mk.5:7) = ñAre you come to torment us?ò (Mt. 8:29).  
ñHe [singular] besought himò (Mk. 5:9) = " the demons  besought him" 

(Mk. 5:12)  
The man's own words explain his self -perception: " My  name [singular] is 

Legion: for we  are many (Mk. 5:9)". This is classic schizophrenic 
behaviour and language. Thus Lk. 8:30 explains that Legion spoke as he 

did be cause [he thought that] many demons had entered into him.  

 
 

8:30  Now there was afar off from them a herd of many pigs feeding -  The 

term is used about those 'far off' from Christ, the unsaved (Lk. 15:20; 
Acts 2:39; 22:21; Eph. 2:13,17). The men saw themselv es as far from 

Christ, with nothing in common between them and Him (:29). His 
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response was to say that OK, let's get the condemnation over and done 

with -  and you yourselves shall be saved. This is very much the kind of 
teaching which John's Gospel records as being specifically on the Lord's 

lips. See on :31.   
 

8:31  And the demons begged him, saying: If you cast us out -  The word is 
used about 'casting out' to condemnation at the last day (Mt. 8:12; 

22:13; 25:30; Lk. 13:28; Jn. 6:37). These men were obsessed with the 
thought of condemnation at the last day, being 'tormented' at the last day 

(:28), being 'far off' from Christ and His salvation (see on :30), 'going 
away' into condemnation (s.w. Mt. 25:46), plunged into the sea of 

condemnation (see on :32). They correctly perceived that meeting Jesus 
in this life was in effect a meeting of Him in judgment, for even then, 

even now, He is the judge of all. The Lord was assuring them that their 
fear of condemnation was well and truly 'cast out'; His destruction of th e 

pigs was an acted parable of final condemnation at the last day. John's 

Gospel doesn't record this incident but as so often, he records the 
essential teaching in spiritual terms. In John's terms, we need have no 

fear of future condemnation, for we have r eceived it now, and have 
passed from judgment to life and salvation. These men had a fine 

understanding of the Lord Jesus. They realized that meeting Him was 
meeting their judge. And they ask that the pigs bear their condemnation. 

And the Lord agrees -  whic h meant that once they had as it were received 
their condemnation, they had passed from death into life.   

 
Suffer us -  AV and some manuscripts. They recognized Jesus as not only 

Son of God but also their Lord, in total control of their final destiny.  
 

Send us away into the herd of pigs -  The same word is used about the 
rejected at the final judgment 'going away' into condemnation (Mt. 

25:46).  

Why did the pigs run over the cliff, and why did the Lord Jesus agree to 

the man's request for this?  

Because mental i llness features intermittent episodes, it's understandable 
that the Lord sought to comfort those cured that the change He had 

brought was permanent. Thus the Lord tells the 'spirit' assumed to be 

tormenting the mentally afflicted child: "I command you, com e out of 
him, and enter no more  into him" (Mk. 9:25). It's in the same vein that 

He drove the pigs into the lake as a sign that Legion's cure was 
permanent. I suggest that it was a kind of visual aide memoire , of the 

kind often used in the Bible to impress  a point upon illiterate people. I 
suggest that's why in the ritual of the Day of Atonement, the scapegoat 

ran off into the wilderness bearing Israel's sins. As the bobbing animal 
was watched by thousands of eyes, thousands of minds would've reflected 

that  their sins were being cast out. And the same principle was in the 



curing of the schizophrenic Legion -  the pigs were made to run into the 

lake by the Lord Jesus, not because they were actually possessed by 
demons in reality, but as an aide memoire  to the cured Legion that his 

illness, all his perceived personalities, were now no more. Mental illness is 
typically intermittent. Legion had met Jesus, for he recognized Him afar 

off, and knew that He was God's Son (Mk. 5:6); indeed, one assumes the 
man probably had some faith for the miracle to be performed (Mt. 13:58). 

He comes to meet Jesus "from out of the city" (Lk. 8:27) and yet Mt. 8:28 
speaks of him living in the tombs outside the city. He pleads with the Lord 

not to torment him (Mk. 5:7) -  full of  memories of how the local folk had 
tied him up and beaten him to try to exorcise the demons. Probably 

Legion's greatest fear was that he would relapse into madness again; that 
the cure which he believed Jesus could offer him might not be permanent. 

And so  the Lord agreed to the man's request that the demons he 
perceived as within him should be permanently cast out; and the sight of 

the herd of pigs running over the cliff to permanent death below, with the 

awful sound this would've made, would have remained  an abiding 
memory for the man. Note how the 'demon possessed' man in Mk. 1:23 

sits in the synagogue and then suddenly screams out (Mk. 1:23) -  showing 
he was likewise afflicted by intermittent fits.  

Steve Keating pointed out to me that the madness may hav e been an 

infection in the brain of the trichina parasite, commonly found infecting 
the muscles of pigs -  and transmissible to humans in undercooked 

pork.   The infected man would likely have been  forced by poverty to eat 
this kind of food, and likely assoc iated his "problem"  with it because 

of  the prohibition of pork  under the Mosaic Law.   This approach is 

confirmed by medical observations such as the following:  

ñNeurocysticercosis is the most common parasitic disease in the world 
which affects the central nervous systemé A 25 year old, illiterate 

married Hindu maleé presented with a three month history of gradual 
change in behaviour  in the form of irrelevant talk é On mental status 

examination, he was well oriented to time, place and person, cooperative, 
communicative and responded well to questions askedé Delusions of 

persecution and reference were presenté he accepted the illness but 
attributed the cause to evil spiritsé histopathology report of subcutaneous 

nodule confirmed the diagnosis of cysticercosis cellulosaeé. Significant 

improvement in psychiatric symptoms was also observed following 
albendazole (an anti -parasitic drug) therapy. Delusions of persecution and 

delusions of reference were not found on mental status examination. 
Insight also improved; i nstead of attributing the illness to evil spirits, the 

patient accepted having a physical illness.ò (ñNeurocysticercosis 
Presenting as Schizophrenia: A Case Reportò, B. Bhatia, S. Mishra, A.S. 

Srivastava, Indian Journal of Psychiatry  1994, Vol. 36(4), pp. 187 -189).  



The desire to see the disease return to the  herds of swine probably 

stemmed from a need to know that his affliction had been cured in a 
rather permanent sort of way. And the Lord went along with this. The idea 

of transference of disease from one to another was a common Semitic 
perception, and itôs an idea used by God. And thus God went along with 

the peoples' idea of disease transference, and the result is recorded in 
terms of demons [which was how they understood illness] going from one 

person to  another. Likewise the leprosy of Naaman clave to Gehazi (2 
Kings 5:27). God threatened to make the diseases of the inhabitants of 

Canaan and Egypt to cleave to Israel if they were disobedient (Dt. 
28:21,60). Here too, as with Legion, there is Divine accom modation to 

the ideas of disease transference which people had at the time.  

 

 
8:32  And he said to them: Go. And they came out and went into the pigs, 

and the whole herd rushed down the hill into the sea and perished in the 
waters -  Death in the sea was see n as condemnation; the same figure is 

used of Babylon's final condemnation.   

The Legion incident "proves too much" if we are to insist on reading it on 
a strictly literal level. Do demons drown? Presumably, no. And yet the 

story as it stands requires us to  believe that demons drown -  if we are 

talking about literal 'demons' here. Clearly, Legion was mentally ill. We 
therefore have to face the hard question: Was that mental illness caused 

by demons, or, as I am suggesting, is the language of demon possession 
merely being used to describe mental illness? If indeed mental illness is 

caused by demons, the observations of T.S. Huxley are about right: "The 
belief in demons and demoniacal possession is a mere survival of a once 

universal superstition, its persistenc e pretty much in the inverse ratio of 
the general instruction, intelligence, and sound judgment of the 

population among whom it prevails. Demonology gave rise through the 
special influence of Christian ecclesiastics, to the most horrible 

persecutions and j udicial murders of thousands upon thousands of 
innocent men, women, and children... If the story is true, the medieval 

theory of the invisible world may be and probably is, quite correct; and 
the witchfinders, from Sprenger to Hopkins and Mather, are much -

maligned mené For the question of the existence of demons and of 

possession by them, though it lies strictly within the province of science, 
is also of the deepest moral and religious significance. If physical and 

mental disorders are caused by demons, Gre gory of Tours and his 
contemporaries rightly considered that relics and exorcists were more 

useful than doctors; the gravest questions arise as to the legal and moral 
responsibilities of persons inspired by demoniacal impulses; and our 

whole conception of the universe and of our relations to it becomes totally 
different from what it would be on the contrary hypothesisò (T. S. Huxley, 

Science and Christian Tradition  (New York: Appleton, 1899) p. 225).  



 

8:33  And they that fed them fled, and went away into the  city and told 
everything, including what had happened to them that had been 

possessed with demons -  See on :34  besought .  
 

8:34 And all in the city came out to meet Jesus, and when they saw him 
they begged him -  "Begged" is the very same word used about the  

demons / mentally ill men 'beseeching' Jesus in :31. As the mentally ill 
men besought Jesus to send away the demons, so the city dwellers 

besought Jesus to also 'go away'. As the keepers of the pigs "went their 
way" (:33), so the same word is used of the demons 'going away' into the 

pigs (:31,32). As the city dwellers 'came out' to meet Jesus, so the 
mentally ill men 'came out' of the tombs to meet Jesus (8:28) and the 

demons 'came out' of them (8:32). Perhaps the idea is that those 
unbelievers were spirit ually in the same position as the despised mentally 

ill men whom they had excluded from their society. And the story ends 

with the mentally ill saved, and the townspeople asking Jesus to depart 
from them, which will be the exact position of the rejected at  the last day 

(Mt. 25:41; Lk. 13:27). It is they who are condemned, by their own wish; 
the mentally ill men asked for the pigs to bear their condemnation, which 

they felt worthy of -  and thus were saved. The parallel record in Mark 5 
records three prayers t o Jesus: "the devils besought him", and "Jesus 

gave them leave" (vv. 12,13); the Gadarenes "began to pray him to 
depart out of their coasts" (v. 17); and He obliged. And yet when the 

cured, earnestly zealous man "prayed him that he might be with him... 
Jesus suffered him not" (vv. 18,19). After the fascination, physically and 

intellectually, had worn off, very few of the crowds continued their 
interest. The Lord scarcely converted more than 100 people in the course 

of His ministry. We are familiar, from our  own experience of sin and 
failure, with the pure grace of the Lord Jesus. We see that largeness and 

generosity of spirit within Him, that manifestation of the God of love, that 

willingness to concede to our weakness; and therefore we can tend to 
overlook the fact that the Lord Jesus set uncompromisingly high 

standards. I would even use the word "demanding" about His attitude.  

To depart from their borders -  Consider how the believers were assembled 
praying for Peter's release, and then when he turns up on th e doorstep, 

they tell the servant girl that she's mad to think Peter was there. Or how 
the Lord Jesus did such wonderful miracles -  and people asked him to go 

away. We too have this element within us. We would rather salvation and 
forgiveness were 'harder' to attain. The popularity of Catholic and 

Orthodox rituals is proof enough of this. It always touches me to read in 

the Gospels how the Lord Jesus cured wide eyed spastic children, 
crippled, wheezing young women, and sent them (and their loved ones) 

away w ith a joy and sparkle this world has never known. But the people 
asked Him to go away, and eventually did Him to death. A voice came 

from Heaven, validating Him as the Son of God; those who heard it 



involuntarily fell to the ground. But the people didn't r eally believe, and 

plotted to kill him (Jn. 12:37). They turned round and bayed for His 
blood, and nailed Him to death. He cured poor Legion; and the people told 

the Lord to go away.   

Mark records further: ñAnd as he was entering into the boat, he that had 
been possessed with demons pleaded with him that he might go with him. 

But Jesus did not permit him. Instead he said to him: Go to your home, to 
your family, and tell them how great things the Lord has done for you and 

how he had mercy on you. And he wen t his way and began to publish in 
Decapolis the great things Jesus had done for him, and all men 

marvelledò (Mk. 5:18-20). This preaching in Decapolis rather than to his 

family could be read as disobedience. The Gospels are transcripts of the 
twelve discip lesô own preaching and obedience to the Lordôs commission 

for them to go into all the world and tell the news of what they had seen 
and heard of Him. Yet there is a theme in the Gospels, consciously 

included by the writers and speakers, of men being disobe dient to the 
preaching commission which the Lord gave them. When some were told 

to say nothing, they went and told many others (Mk. 7:36). And as Acts 
makes clear, the disciples themselves were disobedient, initially, to the 

commission to go tell the Genti les the good news of their salvation. 
Legionôs disobedience is especially instructive for us: 

Mk. 5:19  Mk. 5:20  

Go to thy  house  He goes to the  ten 

cities  [Decapolis]  

unto thy  friends  He goes to  strangers  

tell  them [Lk. 8:39 ñshow  themò-  

by personal demonstration to 
individuals]  

He ñpublishes ò 

how great things  how great things  

the  Lord [i.e. God]  hath done for 
thee  

Jesus had done for him  

and how he had mercy on thee.  [ignored]  

  

The record of the commission given him and his obedience to it are 
clearly intended to be compared. The man went to strange cities, indeed 

he organized a whole preaching tour of ten cities -  rather than going home 

and telling his immediate friends / family. And how true this is of us. Itôs 
so much easier to embark upon a c ampaign to strangers, to do ómission 

workô, to ópublishô the Gospel loudly, rather than tell  and  show  it to our 
immediate personal contacts. And we notice too how he omits to tell 

others of the Lordôs merciful grace to him personally. Rather does he 
speak only of the material, the literality of the healing. And he tells others 



what Jesus had done for him, rather than take the Lord Jesusô invitation 

to perceive the bigger picture in all this -  that this was the hand of God. 
One wonders whether the disciples w ere commenting upon their own 

sense of inadequacy in their initial personal witness. The Lord told the 
cured demoniac to go back to his friends (Mk. 5:19) and family (Lk. 8:39) 

and witness to them. Clearly enough, the man didnôt have any friends-  for 
he ha d a history of violence and lived alone, many having tried 

unsuccessfully to bind him due to the grievous harm he must have 
inflicted upon many. Yet the man went out and preached to the whole 

area (Mk. 5:20). Was this just rank disobedience to what His Sav iour Lord 
had just told him? Perhaps, due to unrestrained enthusiasm. But more 

likely is that the man now considered the whole world around him to be 
his family and friends, and therefore he witnessed to them. His care for 

others in desiring to witness to them flowed quite naturally from his 
experience of conversion at the Lordôs hands. 

 
Maryôs praise that ñHe hath done to me great thingsò is surely behind her 

Sonôs words in Lk. 8:39, where He bids Legion go home" and shew how 
great things God hath done unt o thee".  Her eternal influence on her Son 

is a huge encouragement to all mothers. For the language of the risen 
Lord in Revelation has discernible links with language she used to Him in 

His infancy.  

   

  



CHAPTER 9 
9:1  And he entered into a boat and crossed  over -  The Gospels record the 
Lord entering into a boat around 15 times. The visual image of Him 

entering the boat remained deeply with the Gospel writers. It's an 
incidental proof of the veracity of their records as eyewitness accounts. 

There must've been  something about His body language as He climbed 
over the boat's side which lodged deeply within them. Perhaps because it 

is awkward for a man to climb over a boat's side, especially for one who 
had not grown up as a fisherman, messing with boats from chil dhood. 

Perhaps that proof of His utter humanity remained with them all, and is 
artlessly reflected in their later write -up of their time with Him.  

 

And came into his own city -  Another essay in the Lord's humanity. The 
same term is used about Joseph going t o be taxed in "his own city" (Lk. 

2:3).  
 

9:2  Behold -  AV and some manuscripts. Another encouragement for us to 
play 'Bible television' with the record, inviting us to 'Look' at Him, 

imagining the Lord in a particular situation which is being described.  
 

They brought to Him -  The term is also used of bringing a sacrifice to God, 
but in this case of the lame.   

 
A paralysed man, lying on a bed -  The Greek  ballo  suggests they had 

thrown him onto the bed / stretcher in their haste to bring him to Jesus. 
"Bed" is Gk . a table or a couch. They had grabbed whatever could serve 

as a stretcher.  

 
And Jesus seeing their faith said to the paralysed man -  This is 

emphasized in all the accounts of this incident. Because of the faith of 
third parties, the sins of this man were f orgiven. James speaks of the 

same possibility (James 5:15 -  the same Greek words for "sins" and 
"forgiven" are used there). Here we have a principle which can totally 

affect the course and hourly practice of our lives. In some cases, the sins 
of others can be forgiven because of  our  faith. Job understood that when 

he offered for his sons after their wild parties. Of course there are 
invisible limits to the principle, but many of those with whom we have to 

do in church life are surely within those limits. Qui te simply, the salvation 
of others depends to some extent and in some cases -  upon our faith and 

prayers, and effort to get them to Jesus. This imparts huge and eternal 
significance to our lives, lived and prayed for others. The same Greek 

words for "sins" and "forgiven" are used again in the enigmatic Jn. 20:23: 

"Whose soever sins you forgive, they are forgiven them". I suspect this is 
John's version of the great commission to preach the Gospel of 

forgiveness to others -  the idea being that if we bring them to Jesus, then 
thanks to our efforts for them, they will be forgiven. And if we are slack to 

do this, then God may not always find another way, and their sins remain 



unforgiven. Prayer really does change things. God is willing to do things in 

the life of a  third party (even forgive them) for the sake of the prayers 
and efforts of others. That man was healed for the sake of the faith of 

others. The widow womanôs son was resurrected because God heard 
Elijahôs faithful prayer (1 Kings 17:22). 

Son, be of good c ourage -  The same term is used later in the chapter, 

when the sick woman is told that because of  her  faith, she can be of good 
comfort because the Lord will heal her (9:22). Note too that the woman 

"said within herself" (Mt. 9:21), using the same phrase as used about the 
scribes talking 'within themselves' (9:3). The parallel in the situations is 

surely to underline the lesson -  that the faith of  others  can be as effective 

as the faith of an individual in leading to healing and forgiveness.  
 

Your sins are for given -  The Lord emphasized this first, and then went on 
to heal him physically. It's common for the sick and their carers to focus 

almost exclusively upon their need for healing, whereas the most 
essential human need is for forgiveness. So the Lord stresse d the 

forgiveness first, and the healing secondly. Clearly there was a link in this 
case between sin and illness. It could be argued that the two things are 

connected as they both arise from the curse in Eden. But I would suggest 
that it's likely that in t his case, the connection between the man's 

paralysis and his sin was more direct. We too often shrug at those in such 
situations and consider that 'it's their fault'. So it may be, but if a man 

digs a hole and falls into it, he's still in the hole. And we have all done 
this, and the Gospel was designed for us exactly because we have done 

that. There is an inevitable connection between this incident and Is. 

33:24, where we read of the restored Zion that "the inhabitant shall not 
say, I am sick: the people th at dwell therein shall be forgiven their 

iniquity". The Lord is implying here as elsewhere that the prophecies of 
the restored Zion were to be fulfilled in the lives of individuals who had 

come to Him, and not in the literal glorification and exaltation of  
Jerusalem over the Roman occupiers.  

 
9:3  Behold -  AV and some MSS. We are invited to imagine the faces of 

those men, and likewise perceive as Jesus did what they were thinking 
within.  

Certain of the scribes said within themselves: This man blasphemes -  
Cons ider the huge emphasis of the New Testament upon 'thinking / 

talking within oneself', especially within the Gospels. The same Greek 
phrase is used repeatedly:  

-  "Think not to say within yourselves" (Mt. 3:9)  
-  "The scribes said within themselves" (Mt. 9:3)  

-  "She said within herself" (Mt. 9:21)  
-  The believer who fails to grow spiritually has no root "within himself" 

(Mt. 13:21)  



-  "They reasoned within themselves... Why do you reason within 

yourselves..." (Mt. 16:7,8)  
-  "The husbandmen... said within themse lves" (Mt. 21:38)  

-  The disciples "disputed within themselves" (Mk. 9:33)  
-  Have salt "within yourselves" (Mk. 9:50)  

-  The Pharisee "spake within himself" (Lk. 7:39)  
-  The guests "began to say within themselves" (Lk. 7:49)  

-  The rich fool "thought within h imself, saying..." (Lk. 12:17)  
-  "The steward said within himself" (Lk. 16:3)  

-  The unjust judge "said within himself" (Lk. 18:4)  
-  Peter "doubted in himself" (Acts 10:17)  

-  Jews who heard the Gospel "reasoned within themselves" (Acts 28:29 
Gk.)  

-  Israel " through the lusts of their own hearts... dishonoured their bodies 
within themselves" (Rom. 1:24)  

-  "Within yourselves... you have a better and enduring substance" (Heb. 

10:34)  
-  "Partial within yourselves, judges of evil thoughts" (James 2:4).  

 

There are m any other Bible verses which likewise speak of the internal 
state of a person and the significance of our self - talk -  these are just 

examples of one Greek phrase. It is logical therefore to expect that the 
great adversary or 'satan' to be internal thinking,  how we think and speak 

within ourselves. And properly understood, this is indeed what 'satan' in 
the Bible sometimes refers to.  

 The Jews got caught up on the issue of whether Christ's forgiveness of 
others made Him God or not -  just as some folk do today.  His response 

was to refocus them on the fact that He wanted  you  to  know  that He had 
real power to forgive  their  sins (Lk. 5:24). I spend a lot of time arguing 

against the trinity and the 'Jesus = God' mentality. But the essence is, do 
we  know  on a persona l level that the Lord Jesus really has the power to 

forgive  our  sins?  

9:4  And Jesus knowing their thoughts -  Matthew says the same about the 

Lord in Mt. 12:25. Time and again, the Gospels record how He 
ñperceivedò things about people. Admittedly this could have been because 

He simply had a Holy Spirit gift to enable this. But I prefer to think that 
His sensitivity, His perception, aided by His extraordinary intellectual 

ability as the Son of God [for intelligence and perception / sensitivity are 
related]é these things developed within Him over the years so that He 

could sense the essential needs and feelings of others to an unsurpassed 
extent. ñJesus, seeing their thoughtséò (Mt. 9:4 RVmg.) shows how He 

came to perceive the hearts of others from His observati on of them. This 
was the same Jesus who could be ridiculed into scorn / shame / 

embarrassment (Mt. 9:24), such was His sensitivity to others. This 



incident helps us to understand the ability of the mind / spirit of the Lord 

Jesus to connect with that of hu man beings. Mk. 2:8 puts it like this: 
"Now immediately, when Jesus realized in his spirit that they were 

contemplating such thoughts, he said to them, "Why are you thinking 
such things in your hearts?" (NET Bible). The spirit / mind of Jesus was at 

one wi th the spirit / mind of those men. Such was His sensitivity. I don't 
think it was a gift of Holy Spirit knowledge so much as His sensitivity to 

the minds of men... and yet Rom. 8:16 calls Jesus "The Spirit" as a title, 
saying that He bears witness with our  spirit / mind, in His intercession to 

the Father. So this incident in the Gospels gives us as it were an insight 
into how He  now  operates too... He's the same today as yesterday. He's 

at one with our mind / spirit, and also with the mind / Spirit of the F ather. 
Thus is He such a matchless mediator. The way the Lord Jesus 'knew' 

things because of His extreme sensitivity, rather than necessarily by some 
flash of Holy Spirit insight, isn't unparalleled amongst other men. Elisha 

knew what Gehazi had done when Gehazi went back to ask Naaman for a 

reward -  Elisha commented: "Went not my heart with you, when the man 
turned again from his chariot to meet you?" (2 Kings 5:26). Elisha 

imagined Naaman dismounting from his chariot, etc. And he could guess 
that the reque st had involved "money... garments" etc. That the Lord's 

knowledge wasn't necessarily automatic is reflected in the way we read 
things like "When he saw their faith... when Jesus heard it..." (Mk. 

2:5,17). He 'saw' and knew things by the sensitivity of His  perception.  

Said: Why do you think evil in your hearts? -  The Gk. means 'to ponder', 
to dwell upon -  which is how the word is translated in its two other 

occurrences in the New Testament (Mt. 1:20; Acts 10:19). The human 

heart is a fountain of evil thoughts , but the sin is to dwell upon them as 
the Jews were doing. We note again how the root cause of the Jewish plot 

to murder the Son of God is located as attitudes within their hearts which 
grew into the final sin of the crucifixion.  

What evil did the Lord ha ve in mind? The use of  poneros  here rather than 

any word carrying the idea of sin would suggest the Lord had a particular 
evil act in mind; and surely, He could foresee the evil of the crucifixion. 

He perceived that this was beginning as a jealous thought brooded upon 
within their minds. The Lord may have had the same idea in mind when 

He taught that the Jews would bring forth evil things from their evil hearts 

(Mt. 12:34,35). The 'evil things' may have been an intensive plural for the 
greatest evil -  the cr ucifixion. A review of the passages listed in the 

commentary on 9:3 will reveal that He perceived it was the state of their 
mind which would lead them to kill Him; there is therefore a great 

appropriacy in the language of 'satan' being used about both the Jewish 
opposition, and the mind of the flesh.  

9:5  For which is easier to say -  Gk. 'less work'. The Lord meant 'Which is 

easier  for Me '. There were plenty of claims to heal people; but to forgive 



sins was of a different order altogether. But the Lord is say ing that for 

Him, they are one and the same; and that His healing was performed in 
this case on the basis of having forgiven the man his sin. Not only could 

He forgive sin, but in this case He could remove the consequence of it. 
For the Lord healed the man  so that  they would realize that He had power 

to forgive sins (:6).  

Your sins are forgiven, or, Arise and walk? -  The same words used by 
Peter when he tells the lame man to 'arise and walk' (Acts 3:6). Peter 

consciously or unconsciously replicated his Lord in doing healing miracles. 
The very body language and word choice of the Lord were so impressed 

upon him that they became the pattern for  his  ministry; and the same 

should be true of us. The paralyzed man of Jn. 5:8 was likewise told to 
arise, take up his bed and walk -  using the same words used here about 

the paralyzed man. Clearly the Lord Jesus worked with people according 
to some pattern. And we can discern similar hallmarks of His work as we 

get to know each other within the body of Christ today, percei ving as we 
exchange stories and testimonies that the Lord in essence works in similar 

ways between human lives today.  

The disciples observed as Jesus made a lame man  arise , take up his bed, 
and follow Him (Lk. 5:25). But in Acts 9:34, we find Peter doing j ust the 

same to Aeneas, even taking him by the hand as he had seen Jesus do to 

Jairusô daughter. What Peter had seen and learnt of the Lord Jesus, he 
was now called to do. Not for nothing did he tell Aeneas that ñJesus Christ 

maketh thee wholeò, thereby recognizing the connection between him and 
his Lord.  

9:6  But so you may know -  The reason for the healing miracle was to 

teach that He could forgive sins. This is why I suggest that in this man's 
case, his paralysis was a direct and publicly  known result of h is sin. 

Perhaps he had been alcoholic, or become paralyzed in an accident whilst 
stealing something. In this case his friends are to be commended for so 

wanting his healing, because many would have shrugged him off as 

someone who was suffering justly. The link between his illness and his sin 
was so clear that to heal him was seen as effectively forgiving 

him  and  removing the consequence of his sin. David, Moses and others 
often asked for the consequences of sin to be removed and at times 

received this. The palsied man was healed by the Lord in order to  teach 
others  that Jesus had the power to forgive sins. Job was a ñperfectò man 

before the afflictions started; and he is presented as a óperfectô man at 
the end. The purpose of his trials was not only to devel op him, but also in 

order to teach the friends [and we readers] some lessons. The purpose of 
our trials too may not only be for our benefit, but for that of others. If we 

suffer anything, it is so that we might help others (2 Cor. 1:4). He 
didnôt only  reward the faith of the manôs friends; His motive for the 

miracle was to seek to teach those Scribes. Our tendency surely would 



have been to ignore them, to be angry that in the face of grace they could 

be so legalistic and petty and so far, far from God... an d get on and heal 
the sick man who believed. But the Lordôs picture of human salvation was 

far wider and more inclusive and more hopeful than that.  

That the Son of Man -  The humanity of Jesus was the very basis upon 
which He could and can forgive human sin.  This is why 9:8 records that 

the crowds praised God for having given such power  unto men . He 
understood Himself as rightful judge of humanity exactly because He was 

"son of man" (Jn. 5:27) -  because every time we sin, He as a man 
would've chosen differentl y, He is therefore able to be our judge. And 

likewise, exactly because He was a "son of man", "the Son of Man has 

authority on earth to forgive sins" (Mk. 2:10). If it is indeed true that 
"'Son of Man' represents the highest conceivable declaration of exal tation 

in Judaism", then we can understand the play on words the Lord was 
making -  for the term 'son of man' can also without doubt just mean 

'humanity generally'. Exactly because He was human, and yet perfect, He 
was so exalted.  

Has authority on earth to f orgive sins -  He had that power during His 

mortal life, and yet after His resurrection " all  power is given unto Me in 
Heaven and in earth" (Mt. 28:18). His power to save and forgive is 

therefore even greater. Perhaps the contrast was that He had the power 

of forgiveness delegated to Him in specific cases during His ministry, but 
after the resurrection He had power in His own right to forgive, not on the 

basis of delegated power but power / authority in His own Name; even 
though that exalted position was of c ourse given Him by God the Father.  

He then said to the paralytic -  As if He turned from the Jews to the 

paralyzed man. It could be that the healing was really for the benefit of 
the hard hearted scribes -  the Lord was going to all this trouble to try to 

pers uade them of His authority as God's Son. We would likely have given 
up with them, but the way the Lord kept on trying with the orthodox Jews 

of His day is an essay in perseverance in witnessing. And amazingly, it 

paid off -  in that a number of priests and P harisees were baptized after His 
resurrection (Acts 6:7; 15:5).  

Arise, take up your bed -  The same word is used for taking up the cross 

(Mt. 16:24), and the Greek for "bed" is also translated a table or couch. 
He was to pick up a piece of wood and go his wa y. He was given a simple 

task of obedience immediately after meeting with Jesus, and we can see 
that pattern repeated in how the Lord works with people today.  

And go to your house -  The Lord was sensitive to the situation of those He 
healed or converted. Ju st as He commanded the resurrected girl to be 

given something to eat, so He realized the pressure that would be on the 
healed man -  and so He told him to go home immediately and thus avoid 

the limelight.  



9:7  And  he arose and departed to his house -  Emphasizi ng his exact and 

studied obedience to the Lord's command to Him in :6.  

9:8  But when the crowds saw it -  A word used about 150 times in the 
Gospel records. The crowds were a major feature of the Lord's ministry, 

and they must have been a great trial to Him. We sense Him seeking to 
avoid them, to stop them gathering, and yet being so compassionate 

towards them, despite their often superficial grasp of His works and 
message. It makes an interesting exercise to consider whether on balance 

the Gospel writers take  a positive view of the crowds or not. John seems 
to be more negative about them, whereas Matthew seems to emphasize 

their wonder, naivety, weak understanding and fickleness. But all the 

Gospels seem to present a clear pyramid structure beginning with Jesu s, 
then an inner circle of disciples, then the twelve, then the crowds, and 

then the unbelieving, aggressive Jewish leadership. There are certainly 
similarities with Moses on Sinai and in his relationship with Israel, but 

they cannot be pushed too precisel y. The crowd here in Mt. 9:8 is 
contrasted favourably with the Scribes -  the opening "But..." suggests that 

they marvelled at the Lord's authority, whereas some of the Scribes 
became bitterly jealous.  

 

They were afraid and glorified God, who had given such authority to men -  

See on 9:6  Son of Man . There may be significance in the 
plural  men  rather than  a man . They marvelled that one of them could 

have such power to forgive and remove the consequences of sin. It is all 
an essay in the Lord's evident humanity.  

9:9 -  see on 4:16.  

And as Jesus left there he saw a man -  Towards Matthew, the author of 
the account. Such close up detail makes sense if this is indeed an 

eyewitness account. It's almost as if Matthew had a video camera on his 
desk and captures the Lord wal king towards him after healing the 

paralyzed man.  

 

Called Matthew -  Matthewôs preaching of the Gospel makes reference to 
himself as if he had no personal awareness of himself as he recounted his 

part in the Gospel events. Whilst personal testimony has a rol e, the 
Gospel is about Jesus and therefore "we preach not ourselves" but Christ 

as Lord and Saviour. If the focus is upon us rather than Him, then we are 
failing dismally. The humility of the Gospel writers when they refer to 

themselves is highly instructi ve. There is reason to believe that Matthew 
was himself a converted Scribe, who had perhaps turned away from it to 

being a tax collector; the way he has access to various versions of 

Scripture and quotes them as having been fulfilled in a way reminiscent o f 
the Jewish commentaries (compare Mt. 4:12 -17 with Mk. 1:14,15) 

suggests this. Matthew's other name was Levi (see Mark and Luke's 



record), strengthening the possibility he was once a Levitical scribe; for 

the scribes were drawn from the priests and Levite s. The point is that in 
this case Matthew would be referring to himself when he writes: ñEvery 

scribe who has become a disciple of the kingdom of heaven is like a 
householder who brings out of his treasure things new and oldò (Mt. 

13:52). Yet he does so in  a beautifully oblique and selfless manner. The 
Scribes have just been mentioned in the previous incident, which 

apparently took place within sight of Matthew's desk (9:3).  

Sitting at the  tax  office -  It's hard to grasp the degree to which tax 
collectors we re despised and distrusted. We may at times think that we 

need to show our best front personally when preaching the Gospel, to 

display our credentials, in order to persuade others of our message. 
Matthew thought otherwise. He was quite open about who he ha d been 

when he was called. Human credentials do not ultimately persuade men 
and women of Christ -  a degree in theology, knowledge of Hebrew or 

Greek, academic status, a stable career, an externally spotless family 
history. Rather do the Gospels show us that  it is those from questionable 

backgrounds who are chosen by the Lord as His most effective 
messengers. The content of the message ultimately far outweighs the 

credibility of the messenger. And the same is seen today in the preaching 
of the Gospel.   

 
It wa s whilst he was at work that he was called, just as the other disciples 

were called exactly whilst they were about their fishing business, and like 
Matthew, left all and "followed" the Lord. This is when the call of Christ 

comes to us -  in the very midst of  secular life, rather than resting at home 

looking at a screen.  
 

And he said to him: Follow me -  The Greek means to share the same road 
with. And the road or way of Jesus led to Jerusalem, to the death of the 

cross, and then to life eternal. The word is use d about 80 times in the 
Gospels. The call was to follow Jesus; the crowds followed, the disciples 

followed, but often the Lord tries to teach them the difference between 
merely externally following Him on the same public road, and following 

Him as He inten ds; which is to carry a cross and follow Him to Golgotha. 
We who follow Him in our life situations today are in essence continuing 

the following of Him which began in those early days in Galilee. But we 
likewise are challenged as to whether our following i s mere membership 

of a denomination, or a personal following of Him.   
 

And he arose and followed him -  Exactly as he had just observed the 

paralyzed man obediently arise and go where the Lord told him (9:6 -  
another example of Matthew highlighting immediate response to the 

Lord's call). It's as if Matthew saw himself in that paralyzed man. As the 
man was laying on the 'bed', so Matthew was sitting 'on' the receipt of 

custom, the elevated chair and desk ( epi , translated "at", is better 



translated in this conte xt "on"). The Lord spoke with "authority" in the 

eyes of the people -  so that a man arose and followed Him. What gave 
Him this? Surely it was His lifestyle, who He was, the way there was no 

gap between His words and who He was. The word of the Gospel, the 
message, was made flesh in Him. There was a perfect congruence 

between His theory and His practice. The repeated amazement which 
people expressed at the Lord's teaching may not only refer to the actual 

content of His material; but more at the way in which H e expressed it, the 
unique way in which word was made flesh in Him. The way the Lord could 

ask men to follow Him, and they arose and followed is surely testimony to 
the absolute, direct and unaccountable authority of Jesus. It was surely 

His very ordinarin ess which made Him so compelling.   

9:10  And it came to pass, as he sat eating in the house -  Matthew's record 

is purposefully ambiguous. Whose house? His own house, where He was 
living? For Capernaum is called "his own city" at that time (9:1). Or the 

hous e to which the healed paralytic had returned (9:6)? Or Matthew's 
house? However, the other Gospels say that the house was Matthews, 

and the presence of other publicans supports that. We note Matthew's 
humility in his recounting of the Gospel, that he leave s the identity of the 

house vague. He had no desire to boast that he had once hosted Jesus 
within his private home. Humility and self -abnegation must really be the 

lead characteristics of all tellers of the Gospel.  
 

Many tax collectors and sinners came and  sat down with Jesus and his 
disciples -  Clearly the associates of Matthew. They came and sat down 

with Jesus whilst He was eating. And He accepted them. See the 

digression about the significance of eating together, and the Lord's open 
table. Lk. 5:30 RVmg.  describes how publicans and sinners had Pharisees 

and Scribes among them as they all sat at the same table gathered 
around Jesus. There was something in His person and teaching which 

welded people together.   

9:11 And when the Pharisees saw it, they said t o his disciples: Why does 
your Teacher eat with the tax collectors and sinners? -  To break your 

bread with someone, to eat together, was a religious act in Palestinian 
Jewish society. The Lord broke His bread with sinners in order to bring 

them to repentanc e; not because He considered they had cleared some 

kind of bar of moral and doctrinal acceptability. His table was open, 
radically so, and so should ours be.  

9:12  But when he heard it, he said -  Did He overhear? Or simply perceive, 

as in 9:4?  
 

They that are  sick need a doctor -  Literally, a healer. The same word is 
used of how "by his stripes you were healed" (1 Pet. 2:24). All who will 

finally be saved have been healed by Jesus. Therefore "they that be 



whole" must be understood as meaning 'those who  think th ey are  whole'. 

The Lord's healing work was done by fellowshipping with those who 
realized their need for healing. He broke His bread with them first; He 

didn't heal them and then invite only the healed to His exclusive table. 
This breaking of bread with th em was a 'calling to repentance' (9:13). The 

many records of the Lord's physical healing were all intended to be acted 
parables of His healing of spiritual sickness  

 
Not they that are healthy -  The Greek word is usually translated with the 

sense of 'being a ble'. The Lord's work was with them who felt  unable  to 
be righteous, who felt that circumstance and past history had left them 

spiritually incapacitated.  
 

Perception of need and spiritual helplessness is the vital prerequisite. The 
Lord healed "them that h ad need of healing" (Lk. 9:11), those who 

perceived their need. The Lord uses the same word in speaking of how He 

doesn't go find and save those "which need no repentance" (Lk. 15:11); 
again, an ellipsis must be read in: 'Those who  think they  need no 

repen tance'. And again in Rev. 3:17 -  the Laodiceans thought that they 
"had need of nothing". This, therefore, was a major concern of the Lord -  

that we cease to perceive our need for Him. The attitude that 'I have no 
need...' is picked up by Paul in 1 Cor. 12:21 ,24, where he warns against 

thinking that we have no need of weaker members of the body of Christ. 
Our need for Christ personally is to be reflected in practice in our need for 

association with His body, however weak we feel it to be. God supplies all 
our need in Christ (Phil. 4:19), but that supplying of our need is not solely 

in the death of Christ for us, but in the body of Christ.   
 

9:13  Go-  The Lord was telling them to literally get out of the house, and 
do some Bible study. Of course, the Pharisees sp ent their time doing this. 

The Lord's point was that if they really meditated upon the implications of 

God's love of grace over sacrifice, then they would understand that it is 
therefore actually necessary to eat with sinners to call them to 

repentance.  

And learn -  The Pharisees saw themselves as only teachers, not pupils. 
The Lord had diagnosed this problem, for He told them as a teacher would 

tell a pupil: ñGo ye and learn what that means...ò. He sent them away to 
do some homework. And there is a warning f or speaking brethren here; 

the repeated experience of teaching can take away from the eternal sense 
of student -ship which the true believer will ever feel.  

 
What this means -  Literally, 'what is'. The same two Greek words have just 

been on the Lord's lips t o the Scribes -  "What is  easier..." (9:5). 
Capernaum was a small place, and probably the incidents recorded in 

Matthew 9 featured the same group of opponents.   



 

I desire mercy and not sacrifice -  This was some kind of proof text for the 
Lord, for He says exactly the same words in Mt. 12:7: "If you had known 

what this means, I will have mercy and not sacrifice, you would not have 
condemned the guiltless". The context of Hos. 6:6 (from where the Lord 

was quoting) was of God appealing to a deeply apostate Isr ael through 
the situation of Hosea and Gomer. He appeals for her to show  chesed , 

covenant love ("mercy"), and not just give the external appearances of a 
marriage relationship (cp. offering sacrifices). Here in the Capernaum 

incident, the Lord is saying th at He fellowships with sinners because God 
loves the display of grace rather than technical obedience. If God 

wishes  chesed , covenant love, from us, then how do we show it? By 
fellowshipping with sinners and thereby calling them to repentance. The 

love whi ch God wishes us to show to Him is channelled in practice 
through calling others to repentance. For that is the greatest display of 

love for Him. And if that principle is followed, then we will be lead through 

the practice of such grace to never condemn th e guiltless (this is how the 
Lord uses  Hos.  6:6 in Mt. 12:7).   

 
I came not to call -  It was the disciples, including Matthew, who had only 

recently been 'called' (Mt. 4:21). Matthew again is showing that he 
considered himself a sinner, one of the sick who n eeded a doctor.   

 
The righteous -  Those who  thought they were  righteous.  

 
But sinners to repentance -  AV and some MSS. The fellowship of the Lord 

Jesus was a call towards repentance, not a reward for it. See on 3:11; 
John baptized people  unto  repentance. The  methods of the Lord should be 

ours, for having spent His ministry doing this, He transferred it to us in 
bidding us likewise go worldwide and call others to repentance (Lk. 

24:47).  

 

9:14  Then the disciples of John came to him, saying -  Was this also in 
Capernaum? If so, we note that John's influence had spread as far north 

as Galilee. In any case, the impression is given of wave after wave of 
questioning, activity, controversy. It would've all been so mentally 

draining of the Lord's spirituality and emotion s.  
 

Why do we and the Pharisees often fast -  The Greek for 'often' can just as 
well mean 'largely', i.e. they abstained from food for long periods.   

 

But your disciples do not fast? -  Implying they didn't even do so at the 
Day of Atonement, the one Biblical command for fasting? The Lord's 

disciples were mostly secular men whom He was trying to turn into 
spiritual people. And this continues to be the thrust of His work with 

people. The focus of our preaching should likewise be on getting 



unspiritual, secular p eople to believe, rather than focusing on trying to 

persuade those who already believe in Him to change their 
understandings of some points. I don't say we shouldn't do this, but far 

more will be achieved to His glory by bringing unbelievers to faith, rath er 
than correcting misbelievers. Another reason why John's disciples thought 

the Lord's men didn't fast could have been because they took seriously 
His command to not appear to others to fast. And John's disciples 

proclaiming their fasting meant they were overlooking the Lord's clear 
teaching  not  to do this in the Sermon on the Mount. But in His gracious 

way, the Lord didn't point out the obvious  faux pas  in their reasoning. He 
could've said 'John told you to obey Me. I teach not to proclaim your own 

fastin g. Why aren't you obedient to My teaching?'. But instead He 
reasoned with them on their own ground. And again, we see a pattern for 

our engagement with others -  not to always baldly confront 
misunderstanding and reduce it to a right / wrong, black and white  issue, 

but to lead the person further by accepting for a moment that their faulty 

assumptions are true; for they are true to the person who holds them, 
and the Lord recognized that.  

We also see the Lord's gentle grace in teaching His disciples how to fast , 

acting as if they were not fasting; when actually they never fasted at all 
until that point. He wanted them to continue showing themselves to be 

secular men, who really believed in Jesus. This had been exactly His 
approach until age 30, to manifest God's  perfection through the shroud of 

ordinariness.  
 

9:15  And Jesus said to them: Can the sons of the bride chamber -  John 

had likened himself to the Lord's best man at a forthcoming wedding. The 
Lord phrases his reply to John's disciples in terms they would've  

understood -  a pattern for us to follow in our response to people. Note too 
that the Lord's answer implied that His wedding was about to happen. He 

hoped against hope that Israel would respond, and the Messianic banquet 
would be soon. But in His later para bles, He spoke of how even the guests 

couldn't be bothered to attend it; it was delayed until human response 
was suitable. But His hopefulness for human response is again a pattern 

for us, to have a hopeful attitude in our witness.  

Mourn while the bridegro om is with them? -  The joy of the bridegroom's 

friends is a sharing of the groom's joy. John's Gospel records this truth in 
a different way when speaking of how the Lord's joy is to be our joy (Jn. 

15:11; 17:13); at His return, we will enter into His joy (M t. 25:21). We 
note again how the Lord phrased His response to John's disciples in terms 

they would best relate to -  for John had said that his joy was complete, 
because he was 'the friend of the bridegroom' (Jn. 3:29). The Lord here in 

Mt. 9:15 is saying th at His disciples are also friends of the bridegroom - He 
is seeking to persuade John's disciples that actually His disciples are the 

same as they are, notwithstanding differences in spiritual culture, in that 



they are related to Jesus in the same way, as fr iends of the groom. The 

Lord was always very positive about His followers. He explained their lack 
of fasting on their joy at the forthcoming Messianic banquet, when in 

reality their lack of fasting was because they were secular, non - religious 
people. The Lord wasnôt naµve, although He was so positive. He told the 

disciples quite frankly that they were full of ñunbeliefò, and couldnôt do 
miracles which He expected them to because they didnôt pray and fast 

(Mt. 17:19 -21). And yet when quizzed by the Pharisee s as to why His 
disciples didnôt fast, He said it was because they were so happy to be with 

Him, the bridegroom (Mt. 9:15). Here surely He was seeing the best in 
them. They come over as confused, mixed up men who wanted the 

Kingdom there and then and were frustrated at the Lordôs inaction in 
establishing it. But He saw that they recognised Him as the bridegroom, 

as Messiah, and He exalted in this, and saw their lack of fasting as partly 
due to the deep -down joy which He knew they had.  

 

But the days will com e, when the bridegroom shall be -  Not necessarily 
plural -  s.w. "the day" (Mt. 6:34; 10:15), "that day" (Mt. 7:22)  

 
Taken away from them, and then they will fast -  The Gk.  apairo  is a form 

of the Greek  pairo  which has just been used in 9:6 (" take up  your bed" ) 
and which is now used in the next verse about the new cloth 'taking from' 

the old garment (9:16). What exactly the connection of thought might be 
is hard to say. But clearly the 'taking of Jesus from' the disciples was to 

be at the same time as when the new wine and new cloth were available, 
which would 'take from' the old cloth in destroying it. This time was surely 

the death of the Lord Jesus, at which the new wine of His blood confirmed 
the new covenant and thus ended the old. It was then of course tha t the 

disciples mourned (s.w. Mk. 16:10 "they  mourned  and wept"); and the 
same Greek word for 'taken from' occurs in Jn. 19:15 where the Jews cry 

"Away with Him!" -  to the cross; in Jn. 19:31,38 where the body of Jesus 

is 'taken from' the cross and in Acts 8:33 "His life is  taken from  the 
earth". Significantly, Col. 2:14 uses the word to describe how on the 

cross, Christ 'took away' the old covenant. This is the idea of its usage in 
Mt. 9:16, that the new wine and new garment would 'take from / away' 

the old . And it was achieved by the 'taking away' of Jesus at the cross. 
Through the grace of Jesus, He is in love with us; He has called us to be 

His bride. He sees us in an extremely positive light. He counts us as 
righteous to a degree that is a real struggle to believe -  even during His 

ministry, "when we were yet sinners", and when the only example He had 
of His bride were those faltering 12. He tells the Jews that  His people will 

fast and mourn for His absence after His departure, with the intensity that 
the friends of the bridegroom would have if the groom suddenly collapsed 

and died at the wedding (this seems to be the picture of Mt. 9:15, seeing 
"taken away" as an idiom for sudden death). This is surely a positive view 

of the sorrow of the body of Christ fo r their Lord's absence. Even if we see 

in this mini -parable only a description of the disciples' sorrow after 



the  Lord's death, He is giving a very positive description of the disciples' 

joy, saying that they didn't fast for joy of being with Him; He descr ibes 
their joy as the joy of the friends of the groom at the wedding. Yet the 

Gospels paint the twelve as a struggling, uncertain group of men, eaten 
up with the petty arguments of this life, unused to the self - control of 

fasting. Peter, for example, had u ntil very recently been a possibly 
immoral young fisherman (1 Pet. 4:3).  The happiness of the disciples is 

explained in terms of them being at a wedding. The happiness of the 
wedding is normally associated with alcohol, and the context of Mt. 9:15 

goes on to explain that Christ's new covenant is symbolised by new wine. 
The difference between John's disciples and Christ's was that Christ's 

were full of the joy of the new covenant. But there is ample reason to 
think that they were heavily influenced by Judais t thinking; they didn't go 

and preach to the Gentile world as Christ commanded, and even Peter 
was marvellously slow to realize the Jewish food laws had been ended by 

Christ, despite the Lord's strong implication of this in Mk. 7:19 (not AV). 

Yet the grace  of Jesus saw His men  as if  they had grasped the meaning of 
the new covenant,  as if  they had the joy of true faith in and 

understanding of His work; and He spoke of them to the world in these 
terms. We can take untold comfort from this; for we dare to beli eve that 

the Lord does and will confess our name (character) in a like exalted 
manner to the Father and His Angels.  

There seems to be the idea that fasting was somehow part of the Mosaic 

system that we have now left behind. Yet the Sermon on the Mount 
clea rly implies that the Lord saw fasting as part of the path of discipleship 

(Mt. 6:16 -18). And there are many examples of fasting in the Old 

Testament that are quite unconnected with obedience to the Law. When 
the bridegroom is away, then we will fast [by im plication, for His return -  

Mt. 9:15]. Try it, that's all I can say. Just start by going without some 
meals. Use the time and the natural desire to eat to increase the 

poignancy of the special requests you are making. Is. 58:4 RV says that 
fasting makes ñyour voice to be heard on highò. Yet the essence of fasting 

is to take us out of our comfort zone. We human beings have a great 
tendency to form habits in order to create or keep us within the comfort 

zone. Yet truly creative thinking and action, not to say true obedience to 
the call of Christ, all occur outside of the comfort zone. Fasting is only one 

of many ways to go outside of it. Take a different route home from work; 
describe your faith to yourself in terms and language you wouldn't usually 

use. Pray a t different times, bring before the Lord the most banal things 
you usually wouldn't dream of talking with Him about.  

Time and again, the Lord uses language about the restoration from exile 
and applies it to Himself. Thus fasting was common amongst Palestin ian 

Jews of His time, and it was involved with mourning the destruction of the 
temple and Judah's submission to Rome. And yet the Lord pronounced 

that the days of fasting were over, and His people were to be feasting 



because of His work. But He brought no freedom from Rome, and spoke 

of the principles of the Messianic Kingdom as being non - resistance to evil 
rather than military resistance to it. He spoke of Yahweh as 'visiting' His 

people -  but not to save them as they expected, but rather to judge them, 
wit h Messiah on His behalf at the head of the Roman armies who would 

come to destroy Jerusalem and the temple. And thus Jesus deeply 
disappointed people who didn't want to change their self -centred, 

nationalistic outlook -  those who didn't want to see things s piritually rather 
than naturally, those who refused to accept the extent of Israel's sin.  

9:16  No one puts a piece of unshrunk cloth -  The stress may be on 

"a  piece ". Taking parts of Christ's teachings was the temptation being 

given in to by John's disciple s (9:14 and see note there on  fast not ). The 
torn old garment had to be thrown away and the new one totally accepted 

and publicly  worn. The Greek for "new" is not the same as in "new wine" 
in :17. Here the word means not dressed, not worked by a dressmaker . 

The only other time the related word occurs is in Mk. 9:3 concerning the 
clothes of Jesus not having been worked by a dressmaker (AV "fuller"). 

The Lord Jesus presents Himself here as raw, fresh, unworked to suite the 
appearance of men.   

 
To get a piece out of a new garment, that new garment would be spoiled; 

and the old one likewise would be rent further (Mt., Mk.). "New"  cloth 
refers to cloth which hasn't yet been washed; on first washing of the new 

garment, it would shrink, and thus make a tear. The tr agic waste 
envisioned here is like the new wine running away on the ground from the 

burst old bottles. Likewise the old wine skins would've had to have the old 

wine poured out from them to have this new wine put into them. Mixing 
the old life and the new c ovenant, a bit of the one here and a bit of the 

other there, results in this tragic wastage all around. The parables make it 
seem so obvious that this isn't the way to go; but in reality, we find it 

hard to be so complete in our devotion to the new covenan t.  

The unrent garment is that of Christ -  the same Greek words are used 
about the fact that His garment was not rent at His death (Jn. 19:24). 

Division both within ourselves and within the community is caused by 
partial response to the new covenant; mixing grace with legalism; it is a 

rending of Christ's garment, cutting out just a part of it and mixing it with 

the old way. An old garment that is torn can't be mended by anything 
new -  it must be thrown out and a new garment accepted. The Mosaic 

system is desc ribed as an old garment in Heb. 1:11; it "shall perish" uses 
the same Greek word as in 5:37, where the bottles "perish". The new 

garment of Christ is unrent. We are each clothed with the white garment 
of Christ's imputed righteousness (Rev. 19:8; Mt. 22:11 ); by dividing with 

each other we are seeking to rend and thereby destroy that covering. 
"New" translates a different Greek word than that which in the parallel Mt. 

9:16 and Mk. 2:21 is translated "new". The word there means something 



which has not been ca rded. " Agnaphos  is a combination of the negative 

article  a, with  knapto , meaning, "to card".   It is sometimes translated 
undressed, uncombed or, as above, unfinished, and refers to wool or 

cotton cloth that has not been carded or combed so that the fibres  are 
aligned, giving it both strength and a smoother, more finished 

appearance".   This suggests that the New Covenant is an unfinished work, 
God's work in us is ongoing and may take apparently unstable turns and 

changes -  e.g. prophecy is often conditional, the intended timing of 
Christ's return has and may yet still change, dependent upon factors like 

the freewill repentance of Israel; God may plan one line of possibility for 
someone or a whole nation, e.g. Nineveh or Israel at the time of Moses -  

but change His stated intention in response to human prayer and 
repentance. This open -ended approach simply can't be squared with the 

"old" set - in -stone approach of the Old Covenant. The same message is 
taught by the next parable -  new  wineskins are required, because the New 

Covenant wine is fermenting, they need to be soft and flexible enough to 

change; if they are old and set, they will burst because of the movement 
and dynamism of the new wine. The wine of the Lord Jesus is therefore 

not about tradition, about a set  pattern; but is rather a call to constant 
change and evolution. Yet paradoxically, religious people become set in 

their ways more than any, and seek stability in those traditions; whereas 
the activity of the Lord Jesus is the very opposite.   

 
Onto an old garment -  The same phrase is used to describe the Mosaic 

system in Heb. 1:11.  

For the patch tears away from the garment, and a worse tear is 

made -   AV and some MSS: That which is put in to fill it -  This translates 
one Greek word,  pleroma , which is elsewhere  simply translated 'to fulfil' 

and refers to the fulfilment of the Law in Christ and "the fullness of Christ" 
(Eph. 4:13).   

 
Takes from -  Gk. to separate, divide. The encounter with Christ means 

that ultimately there can be no brinkmanship in remaining part ly with the 
old way, be it the Mosaic way or the way of secular modern life, and 

partly in the Lord's way. There will only be a painful and messy division in 
the end.  

 
The rent [NEV "tear"] -  Gk.  schisma , used elsewhere about divisions 

between people, espec ially the Jews, concerning Christ (e.g. Jn. 7:43; 
9:16). We note the contrast with unrent, untorn garment of the Lord 

Jesus which even in His death was not rent. Acceptance of the way of 

Christ means that there will come schism with the old; and more 
posit ively, seamless unity is only possible between those who have totally 

given their lives and way of thinking to Him and His way.  
 

Is made worse -  The word and its NT usage has a moral sense. The 



division is made more evil. In the context, the Lord was addres sing John's 

disciples who had come under the influence of the Pharisees (9:14). He is 
saying that they must fully commit to Him, or else the schism between 

them and the Jews and them and Himself will only become worse and 
more destructive. There could be n o middle way between Christ and 

orthodox Judaism; the early church tried it, as the NT letters 
demonstrate, but in the end, it came to a sad and bitter end, and the 

permanent division of the garment. And this is how all schisms go -  unless 
there is a wholeh earted acceptance of Jesus and His teachings, the end 

finally will be a bitter, destructive rending. The pre -existing, initial schism 
between persons (cp. that between John's disciples and Christ) will only 

be made worse unless there is a total surrender t o the Lord's ways. In all 
the unhappy church history which most of us have experienced, that is 

proved true time and again. Likewise there are those who seek to hide 
their faith in societies and social situations where it is costly to go Christ's 

way; but ultimately, they have to choose one way or the other. The rent 

is made worse. A city set on a hill cannot be hid by its nature.  
 

9:17  Neither do men pour new wine into old wineskins -  A clear reference 
to Christ's blood of the new covenant.  

 
If they do, the  skins will burst -  Gk. to shatter, divide. The context is of 

John's disciples uniting with the Pharisees against the disciples of Jesus. 
He's saying that if His new wine is not totally accepted, if it is mixed with 

the old, then lives will be destroyed thr ough further schism. The only 
basis for avoiding schism is a total acceptance by all parties of the blood 

of the new covenant.   
 

The wine will run out -  S.w. "shed" (Lk. 20:20). Especially significant is the 
reference in Mt. 26:28 to Christ's blood of the  new  covenant being "shed". 

Failed spiritual life, the life which only partially accepts the new wine of 

Christ but refuses to change, refusing to be new containers for it, results 
in the blood of Christ being as it were shed, the blood of Calvary wasted 

in the dust, and Christ crucified afresh by our apostasy (Heb. 6:6). This is 
the final tragedy of refusing to change upon receipt of the new wine.  

 
And the wineskins will be ruined -  The point is twice emphasized. The 

bottles are 'broken' or shattered, and the y also "perish". The word is used 
of the final destruction in condemnation at the last day (Mt. 10:28,39; 

16:25; Jn. 3:15). The lives of the untransformed recipients of the new 
wine are shattered ("break") and then finally they are destroyed in final 

conde mnation.   

 

No, they pour new wine into new wineskins -  Wine skins were made of 
goat skin. The goats speak of the rejected, the sinners, in the parable of 

the sheep and goats. The wine skins may therefore speak of our flesh of 



sin. It's no sin to be a human being and have human flesh, but because of 

the nature of the new wine, we must become wholly new -  or we will be 
destroyed. The new wine fermented powerfully -  similar to the Lord 

describing His Gospel as yeast which works through flour (Lk. 13:21). The 
new covenant will work powerfully in us if we let it, and our skins, the life 

structure we have, must be prepared to accept that. Each wineskin 
expanded slightly differently in response to the fermenting of the new 

wine poured into it; no two wineskins expande d to an identical shape or 
form. We too will individually and uniquely respond to the new wine.   

 
And both are preserved -  The loss is not only to the untransformed person. 

There is also a loss and damage to the new wine, the Lord Jesus. He is 
not undamaged  by the loss of any of His people. Their failure is His re -

crucifixion, the pouring out again of His blood, but in vain. All this signals 
the danger of not being totally transformed after having received the 

Truth. Interestingly, a form of the Greek  sunter eo  ["preserved"] is used in 

Jn. 2:10, where it is noted that the Lord Jesus  kept  [Gk.  tereo ] the best 
wine.  Tereo  is frequently on the lips of the Lord in John's Gospel (and is 

widely used by John in his letters), in the context of 'keeping' His word. 
But this is done by totally surrendering human life to be a vessel totally 

devoted to the new wine we have received, rather than steel willed, nail -
biting, white -knuckled struggle for obedience to specific laws.  

 
Luke's record adds that the Lord concluded by o bserving that "No man 

also having drunk old wine immediately desires new: for he says [deep 
within himself], The old is better" (Lk. 5:39). This appears to be a 

concession to the weakness of John's disciples, and to our weakness. 
Having taught that unless we are transformed, we shall shatter and be 

destroyed / condemned, the Lord accepts the basic conservatism of 
human nature -  that we will not make the change immediately. There was 

indeed a changeover period between the Lord's death and the destruction 

of t he temple in AD70. And in human lives today, the Lord recognizes that 
the total change of life will not come immediately -  because we are 

essentially conservative. In seeking to make the total transformation, we 
ourselves must realize that however progressi ve, liberal, flexible, open to 

new ideas we think we are -  when it comes to spiritual change, we are 
terribly conservative. And it is such unbridled conservatism which stops 

people changing and accepting the new wine. There is the assumption in 
many Christi an groups and minds that conservative = righteous, and 

change is likely to be for the worst. And yet the Lord is teaching that it is 
our native conservatism which stops the vital, transforming change which 

is necessary to avoid the shattering of life and p ersonality now, and final 
destruction at judgment day. The Lord here recognizes the basic 

conservatism of human nature; even those who consider themselves 
"liberal" are often only so in comparison to others, in relative terms -  we 

are all in fact basically conservative. We stick with what we know and 

don't easily go outside our comfort zone of the old and familiar. We all 



find change hard; new wineskins are able to be stretched. He was 

perhaps, in the context, making some apology for John's disciples, who 
st ill couldn't fully allow themselves to be filled with the new covenant 

wine. The Gospel of Jesus is all about change and being stretched; and He 
recognizes that we find this so very difficult. People do not immediately / 

quickly respond to the new wine of the new covenant because, the Lord 
piercingly observed, they think the old was better (Lk. 5:39). He 

perceived, with His amazing penetration of the human psyche, that there 
is a conservatism deep within us all that militates against the immediate 

response to Him and the new wine of His blood / sacrifice which He so 
seeks. Yet once we have made this immediate response in a few things, it 

becomes easier to get into an upward spiral of response to Him. We 
become truly a new creation in Him, breaking constantly  with factor after 

factor in our past, which has previously defined us as persons. Quite 
simply, we become new persons, with all the rejection of the óoldô ways 

which this requires.  

The parable of the sower shows how the Lord foresaw that the majority 

who responded to His word would not hold on; He knew that men would 
not immediately appreciate the blood of His cross, but would prefer the 

old wine of the old covenant (Lk. 5:39). He saw that our spiritual growth 
would be an agonizingly slow business; as slow  as a tiny mustard seed 

growing into a tree, as slow as a man digging a foundation in rock, or a 
seed growing and bringing forth fruit. Such growth is  very  slow  from a 

human perspective .  The parable of the wine exactly predicted the 
attitude of people to Christ's work in taking the Old Covenant out of the 

way. The Lord is surely saying: 'I know you won't immediately want the 

blood of my new covenant. I understand your nature, by nature you'll 
prefer what you are familiar with, the Old Covenant; you won't 

"straightway" desire the new wine, but (by implication) you will, after a 
while' (Lk. 5:39). He foresaw how the implication of the blood of His 

sacrifice wouldn't be accepted by His people first of all. It would be a 
process, of coming to accept how radical  the gift of His blood is. As we 

weekly take the cup of His covenant, we come to see more and more the 
excellency of that blood, and its supremacy over all else. Christ 

recognized that conservatism in human nature which will naturally shy 
away from the mar vellous implications of what He achieved for us. And 

true enough, whenever we talk about the present aspect of the Kingdom 
of God, our present blessings of redemption in Christ, the sense in which 

we have already been saved...there is a desire to shy away from it 
all.   And true enough, the early Christian believers desperately clung on 

to the Mosaic food laws, circumcision and synagogue attendance as far as 

they could; the command to witness to the Gentiles was likewise not 
taken seriously for some time. It  must have been painful for the Lord to 

know this and to see it, recognizing in it a lack of appreciation of His life 
and final sacrifice, a desire to reconcile with God without totally 

committing oneself to His work. He saw the possibility of His blood be ing 



wasted if men didn't change from old to new wineskins. The slowness of 

the changeover in attitudes amongst the early believers must have been a 
great pain to Him; as if His blood was being poured out again. The 

implication is that we shed His blood afr esh if we won't change, if we 
allow the conservatism of our natures to have an iron grip upon us we not 

only destroy ourselves, but waste the blood of the Son of God. This is the 
danger of the conservatism that is in our natures; it was this which led 

men to shed the Lord's blood, and it is this same element within us which 
He foresaw would lead us to crucify Him afresh. How many times has this 

conservatism been mistaken as true spirituality! How careful we must be, 
therefore, not to adopt any attitude whic h glorifies that conservatism and 

masks it as the hallmark of a stable believer. The sensitivity of Jesus to 
the value of the human person was the very opposite of this.   

 
9:18  While He spoke these things to them -   The impression is given that 

the ruler wa s begging the Lord for the healing of his daughter, but instead 

the Lord delayed responding in order to complete the teaching He was 
giving about the vital need for total transformation if we have received 

the new wine. He felt His message was that importa nt. We also notice 
something which we see several times in the Gospel records -  the Lord 

appears to not respond to human need, to even be deaf to it. For a while. 
The reason for that, both then and now, was surely to pique the intensity 

and urgency of the r equests.  
 

A ruler -  Jairus, a ruler of the synagogue (Mk.). Matthew omits his name -  
perhaps because his Gospel first circulated in areas local to Jairus where 

the mention of his name could've led to persecution? The Orthodox Jewish 
opposition claimed that n one of the rulers [i.e. rulers of the synagogues] 

had believed on Jesus (Jn. 7:48), and yet Jn. 12:42 notes that "Among 
the chief rulers also many believed on Him; but because of the Pharisees 

they did not confess Him, lest they should be cast out of the s ynagogue". 

Jairus clearly was one such ruler, and yet he didn't confess Jesus for fear 
of consequence and disfellowship. Remember that Jairus had come to 

Jesus whilst He had been teaching John's disciples the need to totally 
accept His new wine and not com promise with Judaism and the Pharisees 

who were standing with them. But whilst He was teaching that, Jairus had 
been clamouring for Jesus to come and heal his daughter (see on  While 

He spake ). He rather missed the essential spiritual point because he was 
distracted by his human need. The Lord's sermon on the mount taught 

that we are a city set on a hill which cannot be hid, and that if we seek to 
hide our light under a bucket, then we will lose the light altogether. The 

omission of Jairus' name in Matthew l eads me to fear that perhaps Jairus 
drifted away from faith, although his great faith at this particular moment 

in time is recorded positively.  
 

Came and knelt before him, saying -  Perhaps not in so many words, but in 

that believing in the Lord's absolute p ower in action is a form of 



worshipping Him. The same formula is used in Mt. 8:2 -  the leper 

worshipped Jesus in that he expressed faith in His power to cleanse (also 
in Mt. 15:25). The Greek  proskuneo  is not used (as some Trinitarians 

wrongly claim) exclus ively of worship of God. It is used in the LXX, 
classical Greek and in the later New Testament for worship of men -  e.g. 

Cornelius worshipped Peter (Acts 10:25), men will worship faithful 
Christians (Rev. 3:9), the beast is worshipped (Rev. 13:4).   

 
My daug hter is even now dead -  The Greek could carry the idea of 'for 

now, she is dead' (see the usage in Mt. 3:15; Jn. 13:7; 16:12,31; 1 Cor. 
13:12 etc.); in this case, the man believed her death state was only 

temporary, until the resurrection he believed Jesus would achieve.  
 

But come and lay your hand upon her that she shall live -  The man "came" 
to Jesus, and now Jesus 'comes' to the man; the same Greek word is 

used twice. The impression is given of a mutuality between the Lord and 

those who come to Him in fait h.  
 

9:19  And Jesus rose and followed him, as did his disciples -  This verse 
zooms in close on the body language and physical movement of the 

characters, as if the author was the cameraman on the scene. Truly we 
have eye witness accounts in places like this.  The image of the Lord Jesus 

following a man is unusual, as readers are accustomed to the disciples 
following the Lord, not Him following men. The point perhaps is that He is 

responsive to human need and prayer in a sense controls Him, according 
to His wil l of course. The picture is of the man racing ahead, so eager to 

get home. This sets the scene for the interruption to the journey, and 
serves to heighten the sense we get of his frustration with the woman 

who is taking up the Lord's time, when for him, ev ery second counted so 
crucially.  

 

9:20  Behold -  AV. If Matthew is like a cameraman at these scenes, the 
word "behold" is as it were a zoom in message, bringing us to focus upon 

an individual.  
 

And a woman who had an issue of blood for twelve years -  Exactly how old 
the child was. Clearly the hand of providence had been at work in both 

these lives according to some defined sense of timing.  
 

Came behind Him -  The scene is being developed from 9:19, where the 
Lord and the disciples are following the rushing man; and now we 'see' 

the woman coming behind Jesus, as if she in this sense was also one of 
the disciples who followed behind Him.  

 
And touched the border of his garment -  Her example inspired the many 

others who later sought to do this in Mt. 14:36. It has bee n suggested 

that the hem of the garment referred to the blue band which was to be 



worn by Jews to remind them of their commitment to obedience to God. 

In this case she would have been seeking to associate herself with the 
righteousness of Christ and be hea led / saved [the same Greek word is 

used] thereby. In essence, this is what faith and baptism into Christ is all 
about. But the simpler reading is that she thought that if she associated 

herself even with the Lord's periphery, she would thereby be saved / 
healed. Given Jewish phobia about blood and the fact that any touching 

her would have been ritually unclean, she surely disguised her condition. 
And yet she didn't consider that her uncleanness could make the Lord 

unclean. Her view of His righteousness was  correct -  it can be shared with 
us, but our uncleanness cannot negate His purity. She was driven to this 

insight by her desperation, just as Job's desperation led him to 
understand doctrinal truths that were beyond his time and place.  

The Lord allowed this  interruption when the man was so earnest that the 
Lord would haste to his home. The Lord, and the hand of providence, 

wanted to teach the man that how long a person has been dead is no 
barrier to resurrection; his faith needed to be developed further. And  it 

fits in with the apparent silence of the Lord, always to develop the 
intensity of our desire for Him and our focus upon Him. Jesus focused on 

the essential whilst still being human enough to be involved in the 
irrelevancies which cloud the lives of all  other men. Just glancing through 

a few random chapters from the Gospels reveals this tremendous sense of 
focus which He had, and His refusal to be distracted by self - justification. 

In all of the following examples I suspect we would have become caught 
up with justifying ourselves and answering the distractions to the point 

that our initial aim was paralyzed.   

Focus  Distraction  Resumed Focus  

The sick woman 
touches His clothes, 

and He turns around 
to see her. He wants 

to talk to her.  

The disciples tell 
Him that this is 

unreasonable, as a 
huge crowd is 

pressing on to Him  

"He looked 
round about 

[again] to see 
her that had 

done this thing" 
(Mk. 5:30 -32). 

He talks to her.  

He says that the 
dead girl is only 

sleeping; for He 
wants to raise her.  

"They laughed Him 
to scorn"  

"But..." He put 
them all out of 

the house and 
raised her (Mk. 

5:40,41).  

He was moved with 
compassion for the 

crowds, and wants 
to feed them and 

teach them more.  

The disciples tell 
Him to send the 

people away as it 
was getting late  

He tells the 
disciples to feed 

them so that 
they can stay 



and hear more 
(Mk. 6:35 -37)  

Again He has 

compassion  on  the 
hunger of the crowd  

The disciples mock 

His plan to feed 
them  

He feeds them 

(Mk. 8:3 -6)  

He explains how He 

must die  

Peter rebukes Him  He repeats His 

message, telling 
them that they 

too must follow 
the way of the 

cross (Mk. 
8:31 -34)  

  

9:21  For she said within herself -  Earlier in this chapter the inner thoughts 

of the Scribes were discerned by the Lord (9:4); here again we have 
insight into private thoughts. This emphasis upon thoughts continues that 

of the Sermon on the Mount; and contributes to the general impression 
Matthew gives of the importance of thought, what Paul later calls 'spirit'. 

For to be spiritually minded is indeed the very quintesse nce of 
Christianity.  

If I only -  'If I can  only ' is the idea; she thought that physical touch was all 
that was required. She had the same wrong notion as many Orthodox and 

Catholic believers have today -  that some physical item can give healing. 
The Lord cor rected her by telling her that it was  her faith -  not the touch 

of His garment -  that had made her whole (Mt. 9:21,22). As so often, He 
had focused on what was positive in her, rather than the negative. We 

know that usually the Lord looked for faith in peopl e before healing them. 
Yet after this incident there are examples of where those who merely 

sought to touch His garment were healed (Mk. 6:56; Lk. 6:19). They were 
probably hopeful that they would have a similar experience to the woman. 

One could argue the y were mere opportunists, as were their relatives who 

got them near enough to Jesusô clothes. And probably there was a large 
element of this in them. But the Lord saw through all this to what faith 

there was, and responded to it. It is perhaps not accident al that Mark 
records the link between faith and Jesusô decision to heal in the same 

chapter (Mk. 6:5). When we fear there is interest in our message only for 
what material benefit there may be for the hearers, we need to remember 

this. To identify wrong mo tives doesnôt mean that we turn away; we must 
look deeper, and hope more strongly.  

Touch  his garment I shall be healed -  The Greek  sozo  is that usually used 

for 'saved'. She had a wider desire for not only healing (for which other 

Greek words could have bee n used) but for salvation on a wider level.  



9:22  But Jesus turning and seeing her, said -  Again the emphasis is upon 

recording the physical movement of the persons involved in the scene, so 
that we can visually reconstruct it. The Gospel records, Luke espec ially, 

often record how the Lord turned and spoke to His followers -  as if He was 
in the habit of walking ahead of them, with them following (Lk. 

7:9,44,55; 10:23; 14:25; 23:28; Mt. 9:22; Jn. 1:38). Peter thought that 
following the Lord was not so hard, bec ause he was literally following 

Jesus around first century Israel, and identifying himself with His cause. 
But he simply failed to make the connection between following and cross 

carrying. And we too can agree to follow the Lord without realizing that it 
means laying down our lives.   

Daughter -  Perhaps the Lord was using the term in the Hebraic sense of 
'descendant', seeing her as a daughter of Abraham because of her faith in 

Him.  

Be of good courage -  The language has clear parallels with the healing of 
the paralyzed man recorded earlier in 9:2. "Son" there is matched by 

"daughter" here, and is followed by the same "be of good comfort". This 
phrase is used by the Lord four times in the Gospels (Mt. 9:2,22; 14:27; 

Jn. 16:33); like all of us, He had some phrase s He liked to use. But after 
His resurrection, He used the same phrase when He appeared to Paul 

(Acts 23:11). He is the same today as yesterday (Heb. 13:8), even down 

to His word choice and style of speaking. The Jesus whom we shall meet 
at judgment day is  the same Jesus who walked around Galilee; and 

likewise, our essential personality will be continued eternally throughout 
the Kingdom. Our spirit will be saved (1 Cor. 5:5), just as His was.  

Your faith has healed you. And the woman was healed at that momen t -  

The emphasis was on the word "faith"; see on 9:21. The  faith  of the sick 
woman is commended by the Lord -  when it was due to 

her  understanding  of the significance of the  hem  of the Lord's robe that 
she had touched Him. She had perceived the connection wi th the High 

Priest's hem; perhaps too she had added Job's comment about our 

touching but the hem of God's garment into the equation. And certainly 
she perceived that the sun of righteousness of Mal. 4 had healing in his 

hems / wings of his garment.  

The Centurionôs servant was healed for the sake of his  faith; Jairusô 
daughter was healed because of  his  faith (Mk. 5:36). Hence the Lord told 

them to believe and stop wavering, so that she would be made whole, or 
ñsavedò (Lk. 8:50). This comes straight after the Lordôs commendation of 

the woman with ñan issue of bloodò: ñThy faith hath made thee whole [or, 
saved]ò (Lk. 8:48). Itôs as if the two healings are similar in their result-  

being made whole, or saved -  and both required faith. But the womanôs 

own personal faith which led to her healing is paralleled with the faith of 
the family of the girl who was resurrected.  



Luke adds: ñThere comes one from the ruler of the synagogueôs house, 

saying to him, Your daughter is dead, trouble not the Masterò (Lk. 8:49). 
We nat urally ask:  who  was this ñoneò who came with this message? In 

the Gospels, it is often the disciples who term Jesus ñthe Masterò. The 
implication is that it was they who thought that Jesus wouldnôt have the 

power to raise the dead, perhaps connecting with their own studied lack 
of faith in His resurrection later. And the Lord goes on to calm them: ñDo 

not fear  but  believeò (Lk. 8:50). This shows the power of fear-  it is fear 
which stops faith, fear is the opposite of faith. If we know the love that 

casts ou t fear, then a whole new style of relationships becomes possible. 
In so many relationships there is a balance of power which is more 

realistically a balance of fear -  a fear of losing, of being made to look 
small, a fighting back with self -affirmation again st the fear of being 

subsumed by the other. Be it parents and kids, teachers and students, 
pastor and flock, so often both sides fear the other. Yet if we are truly 

affirmed in Christ, no longer seeking victory because we have found 

victory in Him, His vic tories become oursé then our whole positioning in 
relationships becomes so different. For example, our fear of rejection 

becomes less significant if we believe firmly in our acceptance in the eyes 
of the Lord, the only one whose judgment has ultimate value . If we can 

say with Paul that for us the judgment of others has very little value, 
because we only have one judgeé then we will no longer worrying about 

acting in such a way as to impress others. No longer will it be so 
important to not express our inner thoughts about people or situations for 

fear of not using the constant ónicespeakô which results in judgment from 
others unless itôs used. There will be a congruence between what we feel 

and think within us, and what we actually show. And thus we will avoi d 
the dysfunction which is so apparent in so many, as they forever struggle 

to control their outward expressions, hiding their real self, with the real 
self and the external self struggling against each other in a painful dis -

ease.  

9:23  When Jesus came int o... He saw...He said -  This is the process of 

usual human experience, perception and response to perception. It's yet 
another evidence of the Lord's humanity. The Greek phrase for "came 

into" is used so often in the Synoptics. Just in Matthew 9, Jesus came  into 
His own city (9:1), came into the ruler's house (9:23) and came into a 

house (9:28). Consider the other usages of the phrase in Matthew alone: 
He came into Israel (Mt. 2:21), came into Nazareth (2:23), came into 

Capernaum (4:13), came into Peter's ho use (8:14), came into the land of 
the Gergesenes (8:28); came into a synagogue (12:9), came into a house 

(13:36), came into His own region (13:54), came into the land of 

Gennesaret (14:34), came into Magdala (15:39), came into Caesarea 
(16:13, came into Ca pernaum (17:24), came into the borders of Judea 

(19:1), came into Bethphage (21:1), came into the temple (21:23), came 
into Gethsemane (26:36), came into the place called Golgotha (27:33). 

Mark and Luke record even other cases of His 'coming into' various towns, 



areas and situations. It is a huge emphasis. John's Gospel uses the term, 

but frequently in the more abstract sense of the Lord Jesus 'coming into' 
the (Jewish) world. The prologue uses the Greek phrase three times alone 

in describing how Jesus 'cam e into' the world and into "His own" (Jn. 
1:7,9,11). He was the light and prophet that "came into the world" (Jn. 

3:19; 6:14). John's references to the Lord Jesus coming "into the world" 
(Jn. 12:46; 16:28; 18:37) are therefore not to be read as implying th at 

He literally came down out of Heaven into the world; but rather they are 
John's more abstract equivalent of the Synoptics' direct and repeated 

statements that the Lord came into the Jewish world of His day, into 
human situations. His sending of us out " into" the world is therefore 

inviting us to go forth and enter into our world and its various situations 
just as He did. We are to replicate His ministry in our world and 

situations.  

The ruler's house and saw the flute -players and the crowd making a 

tumult -  Flute players. If these had already been called, the implication is 
that the girl had been dead for some time. This places a question mark 

over the ruler's claim that his daughter had only just died (9:18 Gk.). All 
through these accounts we see the Lord' s grace. The man exaggerated, 

just as the woman thought that merely touching Christ's clothes was all 
that was needed for a miracle -  and yet the Lord graciously worked with all 

these people and situations to bless them. On the other hand, embalming 
would'v e been done quickly, and perhaps the intensity of the tumult and 

weeping was because she had indeed just died, and the minstrels would 
have only just arrived. The Lord in this case would've arrived at the very 

peak of human distress and need. This is why H e was 'delayed' on the 

way, in order for that peak of need to be reached. Mk. 5:38,39 
emphasizes the extraordinary agitation.  

9:24  He said: Leave! -  He was not particularly attempting to create some 

calm before doing the miracle; but rather was He telling t he hired 
mourners and flute players that their services were no longer necessary. 

Often the Lord acts before a miracle as if He is sure the miracle is going 
to actually happen. In this He exemplifies faith -  believing that we have 

already received what we a sked for, and acting appropriately. We think of 
Paul being so confident in his release from prison that he asks people to 

prepare a room for him to stay in (Philemon 22). In this case, the Lord 

saw the dead as if she was actually alive, although sleeping. This is to be 
our perspective regarding those whom we believe shall be resurrected.  

For the little girl is not dead but sleeps. And they Laughed at him in 

scorn -  This is recorded in all three of the Synoptics (Mk. 5:40; Lk. 8:53). 
It made a deep impression  upon them all. The Greek could suggest 

(although not necessarily) that there was a process of derision here which 
left the Lord looking somehow scorned ("to scorn"). Perhaps He blushed, 

or looked at the ground -  for He was after all human. Clearly these pe ople 



were just the hired mourners and flute players. There was an element of 

anger in their derision because clearly money and payment were at issue 
if they were to just be sent away.  

Luke records how Peter, James, John and the parents of the dead girl 

ent ered the house where she was  alone ; and then "they" laughed Jesus to 
scorn when He proclaimed she was merely asleep (Lk. 8:51,53). It's 

psychologically unlikely that the distraught, desperately hopeful parents 
would've ridiculed Jesus like this at that tim e. The reference is surely to 

the three disciples doing this. This is a profound recognition of the 
disciples' weakness -  there, alone with Jesus and the distraught parents, 

they mocked Jesus' ability to resurrect the girl. And they have the 

profound humili ty to tell the world about that in their record of the 
Gospel.  

9:25  But when the crowd had been put outside -  The Lord was consciously 

seeking to reduce the element of hysteria at the miracle He knew He was 
going to do. He wanted as few as possible to see t he dead body actually 

revive. There was perhaps a similar logic in the way His own resurrection 
was not done publicly  and His risen body was only seen by a relatively 

few rather than being displayed publicly . This was not His way, nor the 
Father's way, eve n during His ministry.  

He entered in and took her by the hand, and the little girl arose -  The 
whole scene of putting mourners out of the house, taking her by the hand 

and raising her up was followed exactly by Peter in raising Tabitha. The 
Lord's style, la nguage and even body language became the pattern for 

those who had been with Him, and it must be the same for us. The 
Gospels are written in such a way, that through the power of inspiration 

we can as it were be there with the disciples likewise watching J esus and 
learning of His Spirit.  

Mark adds that the Lord said: "Talitha cumi, which is, My child, I say to 
you, Get up" (Mk. 5:41). "Get up" there isn't from the ' anastasis ' group of 

words which are used about the 'rising up' of dead people in resurrection . 
It's  egeiro , which more literally means 'to get up'. 'Honey, it's time to get 

up now' was what the Lord was saying -  not 'I command you to resurrect'. 
He had raised her, given her life, and He knew that. In fact, He'd done it a 

while beforehand. For He to ld the mourners: "The girl isn't dead, she's 
only sleeping" (:24; Mk. 5:39). He raised her even before going into the 

room -  and He knew that. And so when He finally saw her, He took her 
hand and gently asked her to get up out of bed. His gentleness, His fa ith, 

His calmness, His certainty that the Father heard Him -  are all wondrous. 
The way the Lord healed people reflects His sensitivity -  He commanded 

food to be brought for this girl who had been dead and was therefore 

hungry (Lk. 8:55).  



The Lord Jesus, in H is ministry, had forbidden the extroverts from publicly 

preaching about Him, as they naturally wanted to (e.g. Mk. 8:26). To 
keep silent was an act of the will for them, something against the grain. It 

is hard to find any other explanation for why He told Jairus not to tell 
anyone that He had raised his daughter (Lk. 8:56) -  for it would have been 

obvious, surely. For they knew she had died (8:53). By contrast, those 
who would naturally have preferred to stay quiet were told to go and 

preach (e.g. Mk. 5:19).  Perhaps Paul was in this category. The parallel 
between the Lordôs words and works is brought out in Lk. 9:43,44: ñThey 

wondered at all things which Jesus  didéHe saidélet these sayings  sink 
down into your earsò. There are no distinct ósayingsô of Jesus in this 

context; He wanted them to see that His works were His words. There 
was perfect congruence between what He said and what He did. Perhaps 

this was why He told the parents of the girl whom He resurrected ñto tell 
no man what was doneò (Lk. 8:56), even though it was so obvious; He 

wanted His self -evident works to speak for themselves, without the need 

for human words. For His works were essentially His message.  

9:26  And the fame thereof went into all that land -  Gk. 'the rumour'. This 
is why the Lord seem s to have disliked doing public stunts and miracles in 

front of many eyes; He didn't want this kind of publicity. Rumours, 
inevitably exaggerated and distorted, started to spread about Him. He 

wanted to teach God's word, and the miracles were incidental to  that. So 
easily, they created a false message about Him because of the rumours 

which were created by them. It was inevitable that such rumours would 
spread, and yet it is hard to find anywhere in the Gospels where the Lord 

specifically seeks to correct th em. Instead He focused upon being Himself 

and teaching the message He had come to deliver, and living the life He 
had to live. This focus needs to be remembered by us in our ministries, 

for the more earnestly we work for Him the more rumours will be 
genera ted and come back to our ears. But the Lord appears to have 

largely ignored them, and to have allowed His own personal example to 
be the ultimate answer to all rumours.  

The Greek  ge  is used for "land" and the language could hint at a global 

distribution of  the Lord's fame, as if Matthew saw in this a foretaste of the 
future spreading of the Gospel about Jesus.  

9:27  And as Jesus passed on from there -  It was such a long day for the 
Lord, wave after wave of need assailing Him. And perhaps He had many 

such days , this is just one typical day recorded. That He maintained 
mental perfection despite exposing Himself to such pressure and 

exhaustion is a window into His love and desire to save humanity. He 
could easily have reasoned it was better to take it easy locked  in a 

monastery - type existence. But that would've led to sins of omission, and 
love is simply not like that. The same word is used again in Mt. 20:30, 

where again two blind men latch onto Him as He 'passes by' or 'departs'. 



The picture is of circumstances repeating in the Lord's life, just as they do 

within ours. Doubtless the later two blind men were inspired by the story 
of these two blind men. The note that the Lord 'passed by' is again an 

indication of eye witness accounts, with the Gospel writer as a k ind of 
inspired cameraman focusing closely upon the Lord's movements and 

presenting us with a gripping picture of Him and His movements, so that 
we may really feel we too are 'there'.  

Two blind men followed him, crying out, and saying: Have mercy on us, 

son of David! -  A phrase emphasized in Matthew more than the other 
Gospels. Significantly, he records the phrase on the lips of the wise men 

who came from a Gentile land (Mt. 2:1 -12), a Gentile woman (Mt. 15:22), 

children (Mt. 21:15) and twice on the lips of two blind men (here and in 
Mt. 20:30). Perhaps the implication is that the Jewish spiritual leadership 

didn't perceive Jesus of Nazareth as the Son of David -  it was the blind, 
Gentiles, children, women, i.e. the marginalized, who did so.  

 There is a defini te connection between the appeal for mercy and faith the 

Jesus is "Son of David", both here and elsewhere (Mt. 15:20; 20:30,31). 
This surely was because of their understanding that God's mercy would 

not depart from David's son (2 Sam. 7:14; 22:51), the mer cy to David 
was therefore "sure" (Is. 55:3); thus these people understood that 

if  Jesus as the "Son of David" enjoyed the mercy / favour of God, 

therefore He could share that mercy with them. They believed what the 
Lord made explicit in John 17 -  that the relationship He enjoyed with His 

Father could really be shared with all who believed in Him. No wonder 
that the Lord healed these thoughtful, marginalized people; they really 

had meditated deeply upon Him. We should also note that in Hebrew 
thought, being a 'son of' someone meant sharing their characteristics. 

And David must be the most merciful of all the Old Testament characters; 
his grace to Saul and the family of Saul, to Absalom and all who rose up 

against him, are amazing.  

9:28  And when he had arrived  into the house -  The men had been crying 

(Gk. 'shrieking') to Him as He was walking to the house; but He waited 
until He was in the house before healing them. This is similar to how on 

the way to cure Jairus' daughter, the Lord appeared not to be so urgent ly 
responsive; He stopped to cure the woman with blood issues. Likewise He 

remained 'asleep' on the boat as the waves almost submerged it. This is 
not because He doesn't care, is too busy, or has slow responses to human 

situations. Rather by this method do es He seek to heighten  our  sense of 
desperation, faith and need for Him.  

The blind men came to him, and Jesus said to them: Do you believe -  It 

might have seemed obvious that they believed the Lord was able to heal 

them. But by having to face the question, the issues are focused. And the 
Lord also perceived a difference between people who simply have 

desperate need and urgently beg anyone for help -  and those who believe 



in His ability to resolve the issue. The cry of need is not the same as the 

cry of faith.  The cry of need simply is an animal cry of desperation for 
help, any help, from anyone. Whereas the cry of faith is focused 

specifically upon the Father and Son and their unique ability and power. 
The Lord clearly wanted to ensure these men made that dist inction, and 

He works in our lives likewise. The question "Do you believe...?" sounds 
rather like a question asked before baptizing someone. It's possible that 

Matthew was aware of that, and was again seeking to develop a 
continuity between the people Jesu s encountered during His ministry, and 

we whom He encounters today.  

That I am able to do this? -  The Lord wanted to know if they accepted 

His ability  to do the cure. He was probing the degree to which they would 
accept that He could therefore choose not to cure them. He therefore 

spoke in terms of His  ability  to cure.  

They say to him: Yes Lord -  A poor translation.  Nai  means far more than 
"yes", it is a solemn affirmation, better rendered 'Truly'. Along with the 

confession of the Lordship of Jesus, this heigh tens the impression that we 
have here some form of early confession of faith, as if these men were 

being set up as representative of all those who later would likewise 
profess faith and come from darkness to light. Being blind, these men had 

never seen Jes us and yet they believed in Him; perhaps there is emphasis 

in Matthew upon the faith of blind men because these people were in a 
similar situation to the recipients of his Gospel -  believing on having heard 

but never having actually seen Jesus.  

9:29  Then he  touched their eyes, saying -  The eyes of these blind men 
may well have been secreting ritually unclean body fluid. Actually 

touching the eyes, when the Lord had all manner of options open to Him, 
reflects His desire to connect with human weakness and need as directly 

and intimately as possible. Again, Matthew the cameraman is as it were 
zooming in close up on the movements of even the Lord's fingers. Around 

30 times the Lord is described as touching people to heal them, with the 

principle "touch not the unc lean thing" clearly in view. By doing so, 
making this conscious allusion to one of the greatest tenets of Judaism 

and Jewish social interaction, He was redefining 'touching'. He perceived 
that the ritual requirements not to touch the unclean were not becau se 

there was anything unclean in itself on a metaphysical level, but rather to 
teach against involvement in wickedness. But to save the unclean, we 

must touch them, be involved with them, enter into their lives, engage 
with them. And the Lord insistently a nd repeatedly demonstrated this by 

touching the unclean. Many conservative Christian believers make the 
same mistake as the Jews -  they consider that the Lord's table must be 

closed to the unclean. But there is no guilt by association. We are not to 
"fellow ship the unfruitful works of darkness" in the sense of participating 

in them ourselves, but we are to reach out to and 'touch' the individuals 



caught up in those things. The Lord's redefinition of 'touch' needs to be 

taken seriously by many conservative co mmunities today. And we note 
how just a few verses earlier, earlier that same day, the unclean woman 

had 'touched' Jesus. And now He in turn touches others. In ritual terms, 
He was unclean and was spreading His uncleanness to another. But He 

was actually s preading His holiness by doing so. He was purposefully 
subverting the understanding of guilt by association and uncleanness by 

physical touch.  

According to your faith be it done unto you -  This might imply that the 
extent of their restored vision was depend ent upon the degree of their 

faith. In some cases, the Father and Son operate in a sovereign way, as 

with the blind man of John 9 who was cured without knowing who Jesus 
was. In others, their action and the extent of it is directly in proportion to 

human f aith.  

9:30  And their eyes were opened -  The Lord's work is to be repeated by 
us, for we are commissioned as Paul was to open the eyes of those in 

spiritual darkness (Acts 26:18). We therefore are not to simply view Him 
and His work in Palestine as history, as interesting background... He 

there, in all His ways, in life and death, is our real pattern to be copied in 
our own contexts of life.  

And Jesus strictly ordered them, saying: See that no one knows it! -  The 
Greek for "see" means just that, indeed it can mean to stare, to look 

intently at something. Clearly it's a play on ideas -  'Now you can see, use 
your seeing to ensure that nobody knows about this'. But surely it would 

be obvious? How can a healed blind man be hidden? How can it not be 
known what has ha ppened to him? And this was exactly the point. In line 

with the Lord's teaching in the Sermon on the Mount, our witness is 
essentially in who we are. A city set on a hill cannot be hid. There is no 

possibility that a lamp burning in the darkness can be unn oticed. And by 
this command to tell nobody, the Lord was encouraging them to witness 

in exactly the way He had outlined in the Sermon. Clearly the man 

wanted to shout out his good news. But by quietly walking around, seeing 
life as it really is, being his normal self, this would be an even more 

powerful witness.  

9:31  But they went and spread abroad his fame in all that land -  
Disobedience to the Lord's commands about witness is a sad feature of 

the New Testament record, not least in the initial refusal by th e disciples 
to obey the great commission and take the Gospel to the entire Gentile 

world.  

9:32  As they were leaving -  S.w. "departed" in :31. This was a very long 

day for the Lord. Again, Matthew's record focuses upon physical 
movement of the players in the  scene. It was as the cured blind men 

were going out of the house, intent on disobedience to the Lord's request 



not to publicize their cure, with the Lord surely guessing that would be 

the case, that people brought a dumb man to him for healing. Wave after  
wave of pressure and human need broke against the Lord; we can only 

admire His stamina and core principle of love which enabled Him to 
endure and not turn others away because of His own exhaustion.  

 A dumb man who was possessed with a demon was brought to  him -  Gk. 

they lead to Him. Again, Matthew focuses close up on the person of the 
Lord and the physical movements involving Him. The statement is not 

that he was dumb  and  demon possessed. Clearly the idea was that his 
dumbness was thought to be due to His p ossession by a demon. The 

causes of dumbness have now been analysed and explained. It's not 

caused by demons, and is today usually capable of some degree of cure 
or improvement. Therapy doesn't partially drive demons away. Clearly, 

the language of demon po ssession was used to describe illness and 
human conditions which could not be otherwise explained in the first 

century.  

9:33  And when the demon was cast out, the dumb man spoke and the 
crowds marvelled, saying: Such a thing has never been seen in Israel! -  

Recorded from the perspective of the onlookers. They couldn't perceive 
that a dumb person could be healed without something exiting them. I 

have heard doctors in less developed parts of the world using language 

such as 'This will get it out of you' when pe rsuading uneducated folks to 
take medicines. This verse proves too much for those who claim demons 

actually exist -  for it suggests that dumbness is cured by a demon being 
located and cast out from within the person. Yet dumb people are cured 

by medical met hods that make no reference to demons. The dumb spoke, 
whilst in the same chapter, on the same day, the lame had been made to 

walk and the blind been given sight; and the deaf had been given hearing 
(if Mk. 7:32 -37 occurred at the same time). So during thi s very long day 

in the Lord's ministry, the Kingdom prophecy of Is. 35:5 -7 had been 
initially fulfilled. Perhaps the people came seeking such healing because 

they were convinced that Messiah had come and His Kingdom must be 
beginning. Despite their misunde rstanding the nature of the Kingdom, the 

Lord seems to have responded positively to their faith, just as He does 
with misbelievers today.  

 There were people claiming to cast out demons in Israel at the Lord's 
time. But as Josephus records, they operated by  first asking the sick 

person for the name of the demon within them and then cursing that 
demon until it supposedly departed. The need to name demons was 

therefore very important for the exorcists. The problem with dumb people 
was that they couldn't speak,  most were illiterate and couldn't write, so it 

was thought to be very hard to cure the dumb because they could never 
name the demon possessing them to an exorcist. The Lord's healing of 



dumb demons (as the people understood it) therefore placed Him in a 

category of His own far above the exorcists.  

9:34 But the Pharisees said: By the prince of the demons he casts out 
demons -  We sense that the Pharisees were desperate to minimize the 

Lord's miracles, but they were driven to admit they were miracles, the 
demo ns did actually leave (as they saw it), and all they could say was 

that the Lord must therefore have been in league with the prince of the 
demons. This of course was a foolish and desperate argument, because as 

the Lord later pointed out, their sons also c laimed to drive out demons, so 
that would imply that they were also in league with the prince of the 

demons. This shows that the miracles of Jesus were beyond doubt, as 

those by Peter were later. Genuine miracles wrought by the Holy Spirit 
cannot be denied  even by the most cynical -  contrasting sharply with 

many Pentecostal claims of healing and supposed exercise of the Spirit 
gifts of healing.  

9:35  And Jesus went about all the cities and the villages, teaching in their 

synagogues and -  As in 4:23, the emphas is seems to be upon the Lord 
trying to get to as many isolated people as possible. The Greek suggests 

this idea, and is used again in Mt. 23:15 "You  compass  sea and land to 
make one proselyte". The Lord's emphasis upon the villages rather than 

the big citi es such as Sepphoris was in line with His mission to specifically 

get to the marginalized and those whom no itinerant preacher ever would 
bother trying to get to. The "villages" would've been no more than a few 

houses, requiring hours of walking to, over h illy tracks. Our own 
missionary work can take an example from this, but for all of us there 

should be the spirit of wanting to spread the message to the very corners 
of society.  

Preaching the Gospel of the Kingdom -  Literally, heralding the Gospel of 

the Ki ngdom. Not 'Preaching / heralding the Kingdom', but heralding the 
preaching of that Kingdom. The difference is significant. The Lord saw 

Himself as doing the groundwork for another evangelizing of the 

Kingdom - namely that which would be done by us. Signifi cantly we read 
that Paul simply preached [s.w.] the Kingdom (Acts 28:31). Matthew, like 

the other evangelists, often hints at the great commission to spread the 
Gospel with which the Gospels all end (even John, if you look for it!).  

And healing all manner of disease and all manner of sickness -  As if the 

Lord purposefully tried to engage with every kind of human need and 
weakness. This means that His unity with humanity, His ability to be a 

total representative and utterly sympathetic High Priest "in every p oint" 
(Heb. 2:14 -18; 4:15,16), was not something which was achieved 

automatically. He consciously worked on it, and His life of engagement 

with humanity resulted in Him developing into the unique mediator and 
representative which He is. The language here i s repeated in 10:1 



concerning the work of the disciples -  the Lord's preaching ministry isn't 

mere history, it is to be replicated in essence in  our  ministry.  

Among the people -  AV and some MSS. Literally, "in" the people. There is 
the hint at internal sickn ess and healing.  

9:36  But when he saw the crowds, he was moved with -  This is part of the 

general summary of His preaching work which we have in :35. Most men 

would've inwardly groaned whenever they saw the crowds surging 
towards them. But not the Lord. Eve ry time He saw a crowd of humanity, 

He was moved with compassion. We too are faced by human need, 
crowds of it, if only we will have the sensitivity to perceive it. And instead 

of groaning and raising eyebrows, we ought to be moved with compassion 
at their  need, at how humanity is rudderless -  if we have the spirit of 

Christ.  

Compassion for them -  Several times used in the Gospels about the Lord's 
response to people. In His self - revelation in the parables, the Lord uses 

the same word about Himself and the Fat her -  He is the Samaritan who 

"had compassion" on the wounded man (Lk. 10:33), as the Father of the 
prodigal son likewise had compassion on him (Lk. 15:20). Mk. 6:34 adds 

at this point that He  therefore , as a result of that compassion, started to 
ñteach them many thingsò. Then He asked His disciples, "The harvest 

truly is plenteous, but the labourers are few; Pray ye therefore the Lord of 
the harvestéò (Mt. 9:36-38). It was their spiritual as well as their 

material and human need which evoked His compassion.  I have to say 
that this spirit of urgent compassion is not as strong among us as it 

should be. There seem few if any tears shed for the tragedy of humanity. 
The worldôs desperation seems written off as ótheyôre not interestedô 

rather than felt as a traged y that should evoke our emotional and 
practical response. When Jesus saw the leper who wanted to be ñcleanò-  

not just ócuredô or eased of his discomfort-  He made an emotional 
response. He put forth His hand, touched him, and made him clean -  

because He was ñmoved with compassionò (Mk. 1:40,41). Mt. 14:14; 

15:32; 20:34; Mk. 5:19 and Lk. 7:13 all record other times when the 
sheer humanity of the situation evoked the Lordôs compassion: e.g. the 

woman in the funeral procession of her dear son, or the hungry crow ds, 
unfed for 3 daysé 

Because they were distressed and scattered, as sheep not having a 

shepherd -  Could be rendered "harassed and helpless". The hypocrisy of 
the Pharisees didn't simply irritate the Lord, He went further to 

proactively feel sorry for the c rowds who were without a shepherd -  and 
He did something about it. Their lack of shepherds is the background for 

the Lord's command to pray therefore for  workers  to be sent out into the 

harvest (Mt. 9:37,38). We might think that the crowds being without a 
shepherd would lead the Lord to urge that good shepherds be sent to 

them. But instead He chooses another metaphor -  seasonal labourers 



required to go and reap a harvest. Perhaps this was because He didn't 

consider the disciples nor indeed anyone in Palestine  at the time to really 
be capable for shepherding. He was the only shepherd -  the singular good 

shepherd. Perhaps the point of the change of metaphor was that the 
Lord's flock doesn't need mere shepherds, those in the positions of 

leadership, so much as  wor kers  first and foremost. The Lord is clearly 
alluding to the concern of Moses that after he died, the people would not 

be "as sheep which have no shepherd" (Num. 27:17). The hint is that 
Israel were in effect without Moses -  whereas the Jewish religious 

leadership considered that they were being fiercely faithful to Moses. 
Perhaps there is also the hint that the Lord realized that He would not 

always be with these crowds (He had just taught that the bridegroom 
would be taken away from them in 9:15), and His prayer is that the 

Father will send out workers to replace Him. For our ministry in this world 
is effectively that of Jesus reincarnated in us as His body. See on 10:1.  

9:37  Then said he to his disciples: The  harvest -  The harvest and reaping 
is ultimately at the Lord's second coming (Mt. 13:30,39). The prayer here 

could not simply be for more Gospel workers, but for the Angels who are 
the reapers in Mt. 13:39 to be sent forth -  thus, a prayer for the second 

coming, motivated by the hopeless situation with th e shepherds of God's 
people. But we can surely interpret the Lord as once again teaching the 

'now but not yet' aspect of His Kingdom. Insofar as we go out and reap 
the harvest, we are doing what the Angels will do at the second coming. 

Note how He saw the crowds who wanted only loaves and fishes as a 
great harvest. He saw the potential... Note how the phrase ñthe harvest 

is plenteous ò uses the word usually translated ñgreatò in describing the 

ñgreat multitudesò that flocked to the Lord (Mt. 4:25; 8:1,16,18; 12:15; 
13:2; 14:14; 15:30; 19:2; 20:29 ).  Those crowds were seen by Him as a 

harvest.  

Indeed is plentiful -  His preachers were like harvesters working in the very 
last hour to bring in the harvest -  in fact, the harvest was spoiling because 

itôs not being fully gathered. The fault for that lies with the weak efforts of 
the preacher -workers ("few" both in number and weakness, as the Greek 

means). This means that the ultimate degree of success of the Father's 
work with men to some degree depends upon us. There are people who 

would be gathered if there were more and stronger, better workers (not 

so "few"), but who will not be. To some extent the Father has delegated 
His work into our hands. He will not necessarily raise up another way of 

harvesting those people i nto His Kingdom if we fail Him. In this lies the 
power of the fact that  we  are the labourers who do the reaping in our 

Gospel work now; and yet it is the Angels who do this reaping at the last 
day (Mt. 13:39). This means surely that there is a direct corre lation 

between whom  we  reap for the Lord now and who shall finally be 
gathered into His Kingdom by the Angels at the second coming. Our 

responsibility for others' eternity and the extent of God's glory on this 



earth is huge. The Lord Himself here prayed th at more labourers would be 

sent forth into the harvest, but the real answer only came in the sending 
forth of labourers by the Father in the post - resurrection dispensation (Mt. 

20:1). We are all commanded by the great commission at the end of 
Matthew to go  forth and do this work.  

But the labourers -  The parable of the labourers in the vineyard (Mt. 20:1 -

8) suggests that all who are called to the Gospel are called to be 
labourers in the harvest. The call is not to learn a few theological truths 

and preserve t hem, nor to slump into a culture of meeting attendance or 
churchianity. It is to labour in harvesting the great potential which there 

is in this world.  

Are few -  The Greek means in both number and strength. The parable of 

the labourers in the vineyard (Mt. 20:1 -8) suggests that many of those 
who are called for this work only work a few hours, they are standing idle 

a long time before being called. They are the weak, the lazy, the 
handicapped, the old, those with a bad work record, whom nobody 

wanted to hire.  Most of the Lord's workers are like that -  we shouldn't be 
surprised to find the Lord's workforce full of those who seem most 

unsuited to the work of harvesting others. The disciples were the 
labourers -  for a few verses later we read that He sent them fort h in His 

work with the comment that they were labourers who were worthy of 

their hire (Mt. 10:10). The Lord only had the 12, perhaps, because that 
was all there was in Israel able to do the job. And He asked them to pray 

that there would be more sent forth  by the Father. This shows the 
blessing which will go behind the efforts to spread the Gospel to all the 

world in the last days. There is a fervent,  urgent  desire of the Lord for 
this, and so His blessing will surely be with all who catch the same spirit 

of urgency. According to the parable of Lk. 14:23, the quality of converts 
is sacrificed (by the Lord, not us) for the sake of numbers -  which 

connects with the idea that the coming of Christ is to some degree 
dependent upon the full number of the Gentiles being converted (Rom. 

11:25). Likewise the drag net was brought to land once it was full of fish 
(Mt. 13:48). The Lord speaks of how ñfew" (the Greek implies physically 

weak, cp. the unwanted labourers in the market place) the labourers are 
(Mt. 9:37), and  therefore more (numerically) are needed. Any 

lamentation about the weakness of the latter day ecclesia must be seen in 

this context; the Lord is desperate for the places at the supper to be 
filled, although woe to those who come in without a wedding garme nt 

(Mt. 22:12).   

9:38  Therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out workers into His 
harvest -  The Lord is praying that the time of the great commission, the 

sending forth of God's people worldwide to reap the harvest, would be 
hastened. But it had to wait until after the Lord's resurrection because the 

disciples were not yet mature enough for it. The Lord  prayed  and urged 



others to pray, that the great commission would be given as soon as 

possible. With what eagerness, therefore, does He watch our fulf ilment of 
it; and with what sadness therefore does He observe our negligence and 

even denial of it.  

   

  



CHAPTER 10 
10:1  And he called to him his twelve disciples -  Implying they were not 
always with Him. But there seems an intended contrast between calling  

them to Him, and then sending them forth (:5). They were with Him when 
they were away from Him. It is simply so, that when we witness, the 

words we speak are in effect the words of Jesus. Our words are His. This 
is how close we are to Him. And this is why  our deportment and manner 

of life, which is the essential witness, must be in Him. For He is 
articulated to the world through us. And it explains the paradox of the 

parallel record in Mk. 3:14, whereby Jesus chose men that they should 
ñbe with Him and that He might send them forth to preachò. As they went 

out to witness, they were with Him, just as He is with us in our witness, 

to the end of the world [both geographically and in time]. And this solves 
another Marcan paradox, in Mk. 4:10: ñWhen He was alone, they that 

were about Him with the twelve asked Himéò. Was He alone, or not? 
Mark speaks as if when the Lord was away from the crowd and with His 

true followers, He was ñaloneò-  for He counted them as one body with 
Him. This was why the Lord told Mary, wh en she so desperately wanted to 

be personally with Him, to go and preach to His brethren (Jn. 20:18), just 
as He had told some of those whom He had healed -  for going and 

preaching Him was in effect being with Him.  

 

And gave them authority over unclean spir its, to cast them out -  This is in 
the context of the Lord's concern that the crowds were sheep with no 

shepherd, which I suggested was an allusion to Moses' words of Num. 
27:17 (see on 9:36). Moses asks for God to raise up another to do his 

work, and God g ives him Joshua -  and is told "You shall invest him with 
some of your authority" (Num. 27:20). So the Lord is here treating the 

disciples as if they are His replacement, going out to do His work, just as 
the later body of Christ are to do. We have in this p reaching tour they are 

sent on some sort of foretaste of the great commission.  

 

And to heal all manner of disease and all manner of sickness  Every kind of 
sickness and disease was to be engaged with by them because they were 

to be the re - incarnation of Je sus' personal ministry, His body to the world. 
See on 9:35.  

 

10:2  Now the names of the twelve apostles are these. The first Simon, 
who is called Peter, and Andrew his brother -  Note this is not the record of 

the choosing of the twelve, but rather of their c ommissioning and being 
sent out. The list is broken up into pairs, perhaps because they were sent 

out as six pairs.  



 

James the son of Zebedee, and John his brother -  Mark adds that James 
and John were to be the ñsons of thunder" (Mk. 3:17), another Rabbinic 

phrase, used of the young trainee Rabbis who stood at the left and right 
of the Master of the Synagogue during the Sabbath services (hence the 

later appeal for confirmation as to whether they would  really  stand at the 
Masterôs right and left in His Kingdom). These uneducated men were to 

take the place of the learned Scribes whom they had always respected 
and lived in fear of... truly they were being pushed against the grain. See 

on 16:19.   

10:3  Philip and Bartholomew  Apparently the same as Nathanael, also  

mentioned with Philip in Jn. 1:46 -51 . 

Thomas and Matthew the tax collector, James the son of Alphaeus, and 
Thaddaeus -  The Gospel records were transcripts by the evangelists of 

their personal preaching of the Gospel. Matthew adds in the list of the 
discipl es that he was ñthe publicanò (Mt. 10:3). And throughout, there are 

little hints at his own unworthiness -  in his own presentation of the Gospel 
to others.  

 
10:4  Simon the Canaanite -  Not 'from Canaan' but a  kananites , a zealot. 

We see the wide range of men the Lord called into His band; Matthew the 

tax collector would've been seen as a traitor, whereas the zealots were at 
the other end of the political spectrum. The way the 12 didn't break up as 

a group after living together under extreme psychological condi tions is a 
testament to the unifying power of the person of Jesus. The composition 

of the Lord's body is the same today, including "all [types of] men". Sadly 
denominationalism and churchianity has led to churches often being 

clusters of believers having t he same socio -economic, racial and 
personality type positions, rather than being conglomerations of literally 

all types of t, of whatever accent and formation.  

And Judas Iscariot who betrayed him -  "Iscariot" is perhaps 'man of 

Kerioth.' Kerioth was a small  village in Judea (Josh 15:25). Judas would 
therefore have been the only Judean. It could be that 'Iscariot' is 

from  sicarius , 'dagger -man' or 'assassin'. This would suggest that Judas 
belonged to what was reckoned to be the most far right of the various 

resistance groups, the Sicarii (the partisans, cp. Acts 21:38). Again we 
see the wide range of people the Lord was calling together in order to 

weld them into one body in Him.  
 

10:5  These twelve Jesus sent out and ordered them, saying -  Literally, 
apostled t hem. Whoever is sent forth is apostled, and the great 

commission sends forth all believers.  
 

Do not go unto the Gentiles and do not enter into any city of the 



Samaritans -  Given Judaism's strong opposition to Jesus and His teaching, 

did the Lord foresee the y would be tempted to go to the Gentiles? He 
surely wanted them to replicate His ministry as exactly as possible -  and 

He was sent at that stage to Israel and not to the Gentiles.  
 

10:6  Instead -  The construction 'Not this but rather that' could mean 
'Focus more on that than this', i.e. focus upon the Jews. It was not 

necessarily a total prohibition on preaching to Gentiles. For similar 
constructions see Jn. 17:9 and 1 Cor. 1:17.  

 
Go to the lost sheep of the house of Israel -  It's hard to tell whether the 

Lord  meant that all Israel were lost sheep, or whether He meant that the 
apostles were to go to the lost sheep within Israel -  to the spiritually 

marginalized whom He too had targeted. For the sense of the commission 
is that they were to replicate His ministry,  as if they were Him to the 

world around them. He was personally sent to the lost sheep of the house 

of Israel (Mt. 15:24) and He asks them to do just the same. His mission 
was theirs, and it is ours. As He was sent out by the Father, so He sends 

us out; w eôre all in that sense óapostlesô, sent out ones. The Lord's 
parables about  His searching for the lost sheep until He found it were to 

be understood by the apostles as now applying to  them . And we 
understand from His words here that He considered that lost  sheep to be 

Israel. The search until it was found would then be an appropriate figure 
for the Lord's never ending search for Israel, a love which He can never 

give up over the centuries. The allusion is also to Ezekiel 34, which 
speaks of "the house of Is rael" being lost sheep because of their bad 

shepherds. The Lord doesn't specifically state that the disciples are now 
the new shepherds of Israel (see note on 9:37,38). He simply sends them 

to the lost sheep. It seems they were not ready for full pastoral 
responsibility, but they were to begin their shepherding. We note that the 

Lord specifically commissions Peter to "feed My sheep / lambs", and these 

are here defined as the lost sheep of Israel. Hence Peter's ministry 
specifically to the Jews. These were t he sheep who were now lost because 

of the Jewish religious leadership. The Lord was sending out the apostles 
to try to provide what the standard religious leadership didn't, even 

though they weren't mature enough to be designated as 'shepherds' at 
that sta ge; and that is how many of us feel or felt when we first perceived 

we too are being sent out just as much as they were. Notice that the Lord 
sent the disciples to the lost sheep as sheep (10:16) -  not as shepherds. It 

is the commonality we have with our au dience which is the bridge across 
which we can engage with them and persuade them. To stress what we 

have in common on a human level is what sets up the possibility for those 
'flash' moments when we really get something of the Gospel across to 

them.   

 

10:7  And as you go, preach -  The idea could be that they were to 'preach' 



whilst travelling, not just as set piece deliveries of speeches about the 

Gospel, but the good news of the Kingdom should come out of them from 
who they were, "as" they were going. The sa me word is in the great 

commission to us, to 'go and preach' (Mt. 28:19). It was a foretaste of 
the greater worldwide campaign which was to be the way of life for all in 

Christ.   
 

Saying: The kingdom of heaven -  In the person of Jesus, the essence of 
the Ki ngdom came nigh to men (Mt. 10:7; 11:4; 12:28) -  and this was 

why one of His titles is ñthe Kingdomò. The Kingdom of God is about joy, 
peace and righteousness more than the physicalities of eating and 

drinking. In this sense the Kingdom was ñamongò first century Israel. The 
Kingdom of God is not merely a carrot held out to us for good behaviour. 

It is a reality right now, in so far as God truly becomes our king.  
 

Is at hand -  Mt. 10:7 and Mk. 6:12 parallel preaching the soon coming of 

the Kingdom with preachi ng repentance. The Greek could mean 'Is soon 
coming', 'Is being brought near' or 'Has come near (already)'. All these 

meanings were likely intended by the Lord, hence the choice of this wide 
meaning phrase. The Kingdom was potentially scheduled for 

establi shment 'soon', but Israel's refusal of the Gospel and rejection of 
the Lord Jesus meant that it was delayed. Mt. 21:34 uses the same 

phrase to describe how the time of harvest 'drew near' -  but the 
husbandmen refused to give the fruits, and so another progr am of 

operation was put into practice. Rom. 13:12, James 5:8 and Heb. 10:25 
likewise speak of the day of the second coming drawing nearer by the 

day. Regardless of whatever delays there may be to the Divine program, 
we are to live as if "The Lord is at han d" (s.w., Phil. 4:5), as if He is about 

to come soon. In another sense, by response to the Gospel, the time for 
the establishment of the Kingdom was being hastened, being 'brought 

near'. But in a sense, the Kingdom had come near to Israel in that Jesus 

as King of the Kingdom was the embodiment of Kingdom principles, and 
He was amongst men at that time. Those who witnessed His Kingdom - like 

healing miracles had the Kingdom brought near to them (Lk. 10:9). The 
teaching of the Gospel of the Kingdom was therefor e a bringing near of 

the Kingdom to men. The Lord Jesus, the essence and embodiment of the 
Kingdom, was there amongst men, and the apostles were heralding 

['preaching'] His presence.  
 

10:8  Heal the sick -  The sayings of Jesus have been translated back into 
Aramaic, the language of His day, by C.F. Burney. He was struck by the 

degree to which they had a rhythmic shape, like many of the prophetic 
sayings of the Old Testament. Thus a passage like Lk. 7:22 has six two -

beat lines followed at the end by a three be at line; the commission to the 
disciples here in Mt. 10:8 rhymes, both in Aramaic and in Greek. The 

Lordôs prayer is expressed in two-beat lines. The crunch point of the 

Lordôs forgiveness parable in Lk. 15:7, that there is joy in Heaven over 



one sinner th at repents, uses the device of alliteration, i.e. similarly 

sounding words.   

The noun for "heal" is found once, in Heb. 3:5, where in the context of 
describing the Lord Jesus He is called "a servant". The acts of healing 

were done in a servant - like way. Th is contrasts sharply with the pride 
associated with many Pentecostal healers. Whatever good we do others, 

dramatic or not so dramatic, is to be done as an incarnation of the 
supreme Servant of all, the Lord Jesus. For it is His ministry which we are 

perfor ming, not ultimately our own.  

Raise the dead -  The Greek definitely means 'to awake'. We wonder how 

many dead people were raised by the apostles, even though the power of 
resurrection appears to have been granted them here. It's tempting, 

given the spiritua l dimension to the three words chosen here for their 
work (heal, cleanse, raise), to wonder whether their ministry was 

intended to be of spiritual service and healing, with physical miracles in 
second place, although not out of the picture.   

 
Cleanse the l epers, cast out demons -  The word also has the sense of 

moral cleansing. Again the Lord is giving the disciples the work of the 
priests to do. For it was their job to pronounce lepers cleansed. But He is 

asking them to do what He Himself had done in Mt. 8:3 . His work was to 

be theirs.  

 
Freely you received, freely give -  Gk. 'without a cause'. The allusion is not 

to anything monetary, but to the free gift of God's grace to us. The only 
other occurrence of the Greek phrase 'give freely' is in Rev. 21:6, where 

we read of the free gift of the water of eternal life to whoever really wants 
it. There is a connection between us 'freely giving' the Gospel now (Mt. 

10:8), and being given 'freely given' salvation at the last day (Rom. 8:32; 
Rev. 21:6). The freeness of Go dôs gift to us should be reflected in a free 

spirited giving out of the Gospel to others. Paulôs decision not to take 

money from Corinth (1 Cor. 9:18) was due to his deep, deep meditation 
on the principle contained in Mt. 10:8; although there were other 

passages in the Gospels which he knew implied that it was Christ's will 
that the missionary should be paid (1 Cor. 9:14 = Mt. 10:10). This issue 

of payment shows how Paul based his life decisions on his understanding 
of the principles of the Gospels. He did far more than learn those Gospels 

parrot - fashion. They were in his heart, and influenced the direction of his 
life.  

 

10:9  Acquire no gold, nor silver -  The idea of the Greek is to get or 

acquire, and the hint could be against taking money for their work wit h 
people. But the meaning extends into verse 10, and the sense is clearly 

that they were not to worry about how materially they were going to do 



their preaching tour. They were to trust that what was basically necessary 

would be provided, just as it was fo r Israel on their wilderness journey. To 
just go out and preach with nothing behind them was a huge challenge to 

their faith in the principles of the Sermon on the Mount, which taught to 
take no anxious thought for food or clothing (Mt. 6:25). And their 

obedience and success is likewise a great challenge to our own faith -  for 
so often lack of finance and material things is what leaves many good 

intentions to preach stillborn. But it is the Lord's will that should spread 
the Gospel, and as a wise old brother  of wide missionary experience told 

me in my youth "I have never seen a preaching initiative fail for lack of 
funds".   

 
Nor brass for your purses -  Even small coins were not to be considered 

necessary for the missionary work to finally succeed.  
 

10:10  No wa llet for your journey, neither two coats -  Maybe a reference to 

a double garment. But the similarity with Israel's wilderness journey is 
clear. No food pouch for the road, no extra clothes or shoes -  because as 

the Father provided those things for Israel, so  He would for those who 
preach His Kingdom.   

 
Nor shoes, nor staff; for the labourer is worthy of his food -  The Lord has 

used the word about how the labourers are "few", meaning both weak 
and also few in number (9:37,38), and He will go on to speak of how the 

labourers He uses to reap the harvest are those who have been standing 
around unused by others because they are maybe old, weak, lazy or have 

a poor work record (Mt. 20:1,2,8). Clearly the Lord recognized that His 
labourers would be weak, but He still expects them to be recognized as 

"worthy" of support as they attempt to do His work.  
 

The Greek for "food" can mean 'rations', as if they were to be as soldiers 

on duty. They were to believe that their needs would be met. The 
mechanism for meeting that nee d was presumably from the things 

provided by those who would receive them, although the Lord was clear 
that they wouldn't always get a positive reception (:14). Their faith in the 

provision of their needs by their audience was therefore tantamount to 
faith  that some at least would respond positively to their message. Note 

that by the time Paul wrote 1 Tim. 5:18, this phrase was considered as 
"Scripture", another hint at an early date for the writing down of the 

Gospel accounts. The context of that verse is of the financial support of 
teachers of the Gospel. It seems the Lord expected that those who gave 

their lives to spreading and teaching His word should be supported in 
doing so. Note that the context here in Mt. 10 is of itinerant preachers 

being supporte d; Paul doesn't quote the Lord's words strictly in context, 
because he applies them to teachers based in one particular church. But 

this is how we are to interpret Scripture -  taking the principles and 

applying them to our situation locally, even if that si tuation may differ in 



some ways from the original situation and context in which the principle 

was first established or stated.  
 

There is a strong theme in the NT that none of the Lord's people are 
ultimately "worthy", but rather unworthy. There will be fa ults with all 

preachers. But by reason of their devotion to the Lord's word and work 
we are to consider them "worthy" of support -  even if aspects of their 

wider unworthiness are apparent. Support is not only to be given to those 
who appear faultless, for n one are. The word 'worthy' is used later in 

Matthew 10. Those who respond to the message are "worthy" (:13); 
there is a mutuality between the teacher and the convert, they both 

consider each other 'worthy' in that the righteousness and worthiness of 
the Lo rd is imputed to them both. Later in the chapter, the Lord teaches 

that the 'worthy' are those who take up their cross and follow Him, 
regardless of loss of family and social standing. Their journeys in the 

preaching of the Gospel were therefore seen by th e Lord as a taking up of 

the cross and following Him (10:37,38). There is nothing therefore 
glamorous to missionary work, and that point needs to be well understood 

especially by young people who jet off to exotic places in the name of 
Gospel extension wor k.   

 

According to Markôs record of the Lordôs words here, He is picking out the 
picture of Israel as they were on Passover night, as an illustration of how 

His disciples should be on their preaching mission.  "He called unto him 
the twelve, and began to sen d them forth... and commanded them that 

they should take nothing for their journey, save a staff only;  no scrip, no 

bread, no money in their purse:   but be shod with sandals;  and not put 
on two coats".    All this is couched in the language of Israel on Pas sover 

night.  His next words for them appear to be stating the obvious, unless 
they allude to Israel remaining at whatever place they reached until the 

fire and cloud moved them on: "In what place soever ye enter... there 
abide till you depart from that pla ce" (Mk. 6:8 -10).  It must be 

remembered that God intended Israel to be a missionary nation, teaching 
the surrounding world of His ways by their example of obedience to His 

law.  As Israel left Egypt with the gold and jewels of Egypt, so, Jesus 
implied, the disciples were to carry the precious things of the Gospel.  

 
 

10:11  And into whatever city or village you shall enter, search out who in 
it is worthy -  The contrast is between the worthy and those who don't 

accept the Gospel (:13,14). So the worthy would be those who have 

responded to the Gospel already. The Lord's fame had gone throughout 
Israel (Mt. 4:24) so the apostles weren't going into totally virgin territory. 

They were following up on the rumours people had already heard about 
Jesus. "Worthy" seems a strange term to use for the believers, but maybe 

already the Lord was teaching the idea of imputed righteousness. Those 



who had believed in Him were "worthy", and He expected them to 

likewise consider the preachers of the Gospel to be "worthy" of their 
sup port. Belief in Him, therefore, was not without practical demands; it 

was natural and expected of the Lord that those who had believed in Him 
should provide materially for His preachers. The first mention of this word 

for "worthy" in the NT is in Mt. 3:8, where John the Baptist asks his 
followers to bring forth fruit worthy of repentance. Perhaps 'the worthy' 

had become a technical term for those who had responded to John's 
teaching about Jesus, or at least openly confessed faith in Jesus. The 

mission of th e apostles here may have been to follow up on them. This 
would mean that the information in Lk. 7:4 that a man was "worthy" of a 

healing may have implied that he was one of those who had responded to 
John the Baptist.  

 
And stay with them until you go -  To b uild relationships, to enhance the 

possibility of a house church developing there later, and to avoid the 
temptation to shop around for the best accommodation or the wealthiest 

sympathizers. Luke adds: ñGo not from house to houseò. The Lord at least 
twice stressed to His disciples that they were not to go preaching from 

house to house, but rather focus upon one house in a village and make 
that the centre of their work (Lk. 9:4; 10:7). Clearly His intention was 

that they built up house groups rather than sca ttered converts. Perhaps 
this was alluded to by Paul when he criticized sisters who went spreading 

gossip ñfrom house to houseò (1 Tim. 5:13). He surely had house 
churches in mind.  

 
10:12  And as you enter into the household, greet it -  The Lord empowered 

th e traditional  Shalom  greeting with real meaning when uttered by the 
apostles on entering a house. The household were offered real peace with 

God-  all they had to do was say yes to it. If they did not, then the 
opportunity was withdrawn (:13).  

 
10:13  If the  household be worthy -  Worthy of Christ (same word in 

:37,38). None are worthy (Rev. 5:4) except Christ (Rev. 5:9), yet if we 
are in Him, we are counted worthy. The Greek word is used about those 

who responded to John the Baptist producing fruit 'worthy of repentance' 
(Mt. 3:8; Lk. 3:8). It could be that the Lord is using the word in a 

technical sense, referring to those who had responded to John's 
preaching.   

The apostles would have gone to the household because they had heard 

that it was worthy, or believi ng in Jesus (see on :11). But the Lord was 

well aware that there would be those who had a name as believers in Him 
who actually were not. Even though the household was "worthy" in the 

sense of having professed faith in Him, they needed to confirm that by 



accepting the  shalom  offered in Christ's Name. Note that the household 

was judged as worthy or unworthy. Here we see the beginnings of the 
house church movement which was so characteristic of early Christianity. 

We note too the household baptisms mentioned in the NT. One purpose, 
therefore, of the apostles visiting these households was to find out who 

had a name as a Christian believer, and to ascertain whether they were 
indeed believers. The test was whether the household who claimed to be 

Christian would r eceive them, the representatives of Jesus, who were as 
His body to the world. If the household publicly  professed faith in Jesus, 

having heard something about Him or maybe learnt from John the 
Baptist, but refused to accept Christ's brethren and the word o f Christ as 

they taught it -  then they were classified as not actually believing at all. 
This has uncanny parallels with our own day, where many claim publicly  

to be "worthy", to be believers in Jesus personally -  but refuse and reject 
His brethren and are n ot seriously interested in His words. Herein lies the 

danger of 'out of church Christianity'. Whatever that means, if it means in 

reality that we profess a personal allegiance to Jesus but have no time for 
His people -  then it is wrong and a path to rejecti on by Him. Vague 

connection with the idea of Jesus and advertising it publicly  is not enough 
of itself -  if we reject His brethren, then we have rejected Him. This is a 

sobering challenge to those whose closed table policies lead them to 
reject many of His brethren and representatives. There has to be a 

connection with the use of the  same word ñworthyò in 10:12-  the labourer 
in the Gospelôs work is ñworthyò of being supported. The connection could 

simply be that the worthiness of the household is proven by whether they 
consider Christôs servants likewise óworthyô, and whether they treat them 

accordingly.  

Let your peace come upon it, but if it be unworthy, let your peace return 

to you -  See on 10:12. If the household didn't accept Christ's brethren, 
then the peace of salvation which He had invested the apostles' greeting 

with, would be w ithdrawn. His  shalom , His peace and fellowship with 
those who name His Name, is dependent upon whether or not they accept 

His brethren.  

10:14  And whoever -  Whichever town, according to :15.  

 

Shall not receive you, nor hear your words, as you go out of that 
household, or that city -  To receive an apostle personally was to receive 

his words. As the Lord was the word made flesh, so there should be a 
continuity, an identity and congruity between the words we preach and us 

as persons. This means that the receiving  of the preachers as persons 
was connected with receiving their words.   

 
Shake off the dust of your feet -  The disciples were to shake off the dust of 

their feet against unbelieving Israel (Mt. 10:14; Mk. 6:11; Acts 8:51), in 



allusion to the Rabbinic teachi ng that the dust of Gentile lands caused 

defilement. Israel who rejected the Gospel were thus to be treated as 
Gentiles. Time and again the prophets describe the judgments to fall upon 

Israel in the same terms as they speak of the condemnations of the 
surr ounding nations (e.g. Jer. 50:3,13). The message was clear: rejected 

Israel would be treated as Gentiles. Thus Joel describes the locust 
invasion of Israel in the language of locusts covering the face of Egypt 

(Joel 2:2,20 = Ex. 10:14,15,19). Israelôs hardness of heart is explicitly 
likened to that of Pharaoh (1 Sam. 6:6); as the Egyptians were drowned, 

so would Israel be (Am. 9:5 -8). As Pharaohôs heart was plagued (Ex. 
9:14), so was Israelôs (1 Kings 8:38); as Egypt was a reed, so were Israel 

(1 Kings 14:1 5). As Pharaoh -hophra was given into the hand of his 
enemies, so would Israel be (Jer. 44:30). Even if we are separated from 

this world externally, we can still act in a worldly way, and share the 
world's condemnation by being finally "condemned with the w orld" (1 Cor. 

11:32).  

 

10:15  Truly I say to you, it shall be more tolerable -  There will be degrees 
of punishment for the rejected at the last day.  

 

For the land of Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgment, than for 

that city -  The people from Sodom will ap pear at the day of judgment. 
Seeing that knowledge brings responsibility, it follows that somehow 

those people had had Godôs word preached to them, just as the towns of 
first century Israel had. But by whom? There is no direct record of 

Abraham or Lot witn essing to them, but it could be that Lotôs righteous 
living was counted as a witness to them which demanded they too 

accepted Lotôs righteous lifestyle. Seeing that Melchizedek lived in the 
area, one wonders whether he may have witnessed to them. In any ca se, 

we read only a few incidents from the lives of Bible characters; perhaps 
Abraham and / or Lot made a major witness to those cities and to the 

area around them (ñthe land  of Sodoméò). 

 

10:16 -  see on 24:14.  
I am sending you out -  When He uses the metaphor  of sending out His 

sheep in Jn. 10, the Lord makes the point that He leads them forth, going 
ahead of them. And yet with the sending out of the apostles, He didnôt 

literally go with them nor go a dayôs journey ahead of them. He went 
before them in the sam e way as He goes before us, His sheep of this age -  

in personal example. As He had gone around Israel preaching, so they 
were to replicate His ministry. And He is a most unusual shepherd, in that 

He sends them forth knowing that they are walking right into the wolves. 
ñI send you forthò is actually a quotation from the LXX of Ex. 3:12, where 

Moses is sent forth to take Israel out of Egypt. Thus the Lord bids His men 



see themselves as Moses, taking Israel out of Egypt, which becomes a 

symbol for orthodox Juda ism. This subversion of popular Jewish 
understandings continues throughout this section.  

 

As sheep -  Bridge building involves us becoming 'as' our target audience -  
as Paul was a Jew to the Jews and a Gentile to the Gentiles. Thus the Lord 

tells the disciple s to go forth and preach as sheep / lambs; in order to 
appeal to the lost sheep of Israel (Mt. 10:6). They were to be as sheep to 

win the sheep.  

 

In the midst of wolves -  The language suggests they would be totally 
outnumbered. They were making a brave witn ess in the teeth of 

aggressive opposition. Jewish teaching was that Israel was the sheep 
which was surrounded by 70 wolves, seen as the Gentile nations ( Pesiqta 

Rabbati  9:2 ; Tanhuma Toldos  5). The Lord is subverting this idea -  the 
apostate, legalistic, Tor ah-observant Pharisees were in fact Gentiles in the 

Lordôs eyes, and the true Israel was comprised of the secular, spiritually 
immature followers of Jesus.    

Therefore be wise as serpents -  The Lord may not be using the snake here 
as a symbol of sin or sinf ul people. He may simply be alluding to the way 

that when a snake moves into a new area, it is cautious, uses camouflage 
to blend in, spies out opportunities, doesnôt act hastily and doesnôt 

immediately go for what looks the easiest target. These kinds of 
characteristics were absolutely necessary for the apostles to emulate in 

their work. The Lord was not a fan of mass rallies and high profile 
publicity, rather did He prefer to work as quietly as possible and as deeply 

as possible with individuals; and He w anted His preachers to do the same. 
Yet again, as with ñin the midst of wolvesò, the Lord is alluding to an 

understanding then common within Judaism; in this case, to  Shiyr 
hashirim Rabba , fol. 16: ñThe holy blessed God said to the Israelites, Ye 

shall be toward me as upright as the doves; but, toward the Gentiles, as 

cunning as serpentsò. The Lord is saying that the Jewish religious 
leadership, with all their hatred of Gentiles, were to be treated as 

Gentiles -  for this is who they were. And again, the true  Israel are the 
Lordôs bungling, hesitant, misunderstanding followers and preachers.  

 

And harmless as doves -  Doves and snakes are not aggressive and move 
away from conflict -  whereas wolves are aggressive. Perhaps that is the 

Lordôs point-  be wise, prudent , but not aggressive, and retreat from 
confrontation.   

 
10:17  But beware of men -  As in 10:16, this is an appeal to not be like 

sheep in their naivety. The apostles were going to suffer, ultimately. 



Therefore, they should beware of trusting men too quickly,  because the 

aggression towards them was going to be far greater than they imagined. 
The apostles likely didnôt think that the Jewish religious leadership were 

as bad as the Lord knew them to be, and they were initially too concerned 
not to upset them (Mt.  15:12). The ñmenò of whom they were to 

ñbewareò were surely the Pharisees, because elsewhere the Lord teaches 
the disciples to ñbewareò of them (Mt. 7:15; 16:6,11,12; Lk. 20:46); and 

He goes on in this verse to speak of ñtheir  synagoguesò, showing that 
ñmenò are in fact the Jewish religious leadership. 

 

For they will deliver you up to councils -  Their Sanhedrin. The language of 

óhanding overô, Sanhedrin and scourging is all relevant to the sufferings of 
the Lord Jesus. He is teaching here that the preaching  of His Gospel is an 

incarnation of Himself, and will result in our suffering the essence of His 
own sufferings and death. To go out on the road of missionary witness is 

to walk the path of the cross. Itôs not anything glamorous-  if done 
properly as He int ended.  

And in their synagogues they will scourge you -  Scourging was usually 

only practiced for blasphemy or breaching public order. Maybe we are to 
read this in the context of the Lord asking His preachers to be as snakes 

and doves, to not be provocative a nd not seek to create public 

showdowns with the Jewish leadership. Perhaps the Lord foresaw that 
some of His men would fail in this, and suffer accordingly. Or perhaps He 

foresaw how belief in Him as Godôs Son would be classified as the 
ultimate blasphemy.  And yet synagogues could only scourge those who 

were members. The Lord foresaw that His preachers would remain within 
the synagogue system rather than leave it totally. The fact Paul was 

scourged in synagogues (2 Cor. 11:25) shows that in being a Jew to t he 
Jews, he opted to remain within the synagogue system. This fact shows 

that the Lord Jesus didnôt intend His people to formally break with the 
synagogue system, even though it was apostate in doctrine and practice. 

This indicates that there was absolutel y no sense within Him of óguilt by 
associationô nor a demand for His people to leave apostate systems-  they 

were to remain there until they were cast out of the synagogues (Jn. 
16:2) (See  references to the Jewish laws in W. D. Davies and Dale C. 

Allison,  Matthew  (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1988) Vol. 2 p. 183).   

10:18  Yes and before governors and kings you shall be brought for my 

sake, for a testimony -  The Lord wanted to give even kings and rulers the 
chance of repentance. The legal language suggests that a co urt case was 

going on -  in the court of Heaven, situations on earth are tried, and the 
witness of the apostles at their earthly court cases against  them  was used 

in the court case  against the rulers  which was going on in Heaven.  

 

To them -  Or, "against them" . The ñmenò of :17, the Jews; for there is a 



contrast made between ñthemò and ñthe Gentilesò. In :14 the Lord has 

taught to shake off the dust of their feet as a ñwitness againstò the 
unbelieving Jews (this is added in the parallel records in Mk. 6:11 and Lk. 

9:5).   

 
And to the Gentiles -  Yet the commission told the apostles to  not  go to the 

Gentiles. The Lord speaks in this wider sense because He wanted them to 
realize that what He was asking them to do on their brief preaching tour 

was to be understood by them, even then, as programmatic and 
prophetic of their (and our) later witness to the entire world, as required 

by the great commission. The implication is that the ñmenò of :17 are the 

ones who will lead to the disciples being persecuted by Gentiles; and  this 
indeed is how it worked out, due to a program of Jewish orchestrated 

opposition to the Gospelôs spreading. The idea of a testimony to or 
against the Gentiles is to be found in Mt. 24:14, where we find the same 

two Greek words used in speaking of the preaching of the Gospel as 
a testimony  to ñthe nationsò (s.w. ñGentilesò) in the very last days. The 

spreading of the Gospel to the whole world will likely be facilitated by high 
profile, well publicized legal cases against the Gospelôs preachers-  

somethin g perhaps we have yet to see in the last days.   

 

10:19  But when they deliver you up -  The Jews (the ñmenò of :17, the 
ñthemò of :18) delivering Christian preachers to Gentile powers, after the 

pattern of what they did to Jesus.  

 
Do not be anxious how or wha t you shall speak, for it shall be given to 

you at that time what to speak -  A major theme of the Sermon on the 
Mount is not to be anxious; the same word occurs in Mt. 

6:25,27,28,31,34. Here the Lord is surely saying that the general 
principles He had taugh t there would not have specific fulfilment  in time 

of persecution. Likewise ñfor My sakeò in 10:18 alludes to Mt. 5:11.  

"Given you" is language appropriate to Moses and prophets like Jeremiah; 

it is here applied to the Lord's generally secular followers ( Ex. 4:10 -12; 
Jer. 1:6 -10). He was continually encouraging them to see that ministries 

which they had never considered possible of realistic emulation were in 
fact to be their pattern. Time and again, the Lord is saying that His 

experience under persecution  will be ours. For it was  given  Him what 
to  speak  (Jn. 3:34; 12:49 same words) and He wants us to know that if 

we preach Him and seek to replicate His ministry in our own, then God 
likewise will strengthen us as He did His own Son. We note that it was 

like wise  given  to the apostles what to  speak  in Acts 2:4; 4:29. They 

misunderstood the great commission -  they twisted it to mean that they 
must preach to all Jews rather than to all the Gentiles; but by grace, God 



still kept this aspect of the promise to suppo rt obedience to the 

commission given; even if it was misunderstood.  

10:20  For  it is not you that speaks, but the Spirit of your Father that 
speaks in you -  Mark has ñthe Holy Spiritò, but the reference to God as 

Father paves the way for the next teaching -  that human family will likely 
forsake us if we are faithful to our true Father (:21). Even although ñwe 

do not know how to pray for as we ought, the Spirit himself intercedes for 
usò (Rom. 8:26). The Spirit of the Father and Son speaks in us when we 

pray (R om. 8:15), if our will / spirit is theirs. To put this in more technical 
but I think very telling terms: ñThe subject-object scheme of ótalking to 

somebodyô is transcended; He who speaks through us is he who is spoken 

toò (Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology  Vol. 3 (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1963) p. 192). Itôs perhaps the thought behind Mt. 10:20: 

ñIt is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through 
youò. This is why Paul can thank God that he finds himself praying 

constan tly for Timothy (2 Tim. 1:3) -  because he recognizes that not only 
can we influence God by our prayers, bur He influences us in what we 

pray for.  

We read "in you", not, as we might expect, óthrough youô. It may be that 
the Lord is hinting that if we have th e Spirit of God within us, if we are 

thinking in a spiritual way generally in life, then in times of crisis that 

Spirit which is in us will guide us to say the right things when under 
pressure. This approach would explain the present tense here, when the 

context is speaking of the future (:19). He doesnôt say óIt will not be you 
who will speak, but the Spirit which will speak in youô. The present tense 

is used here in :20 to suggest that if we are  now  spiritually minded, with 
our spirit being Godôs Spirit, then in that future time of crisis we will know 

how to speak, the words will come out right, because we have lived now 
in a spiritually minded way. The idea of the Spirit of God speaking in a 

person, so that their words are not theirs but Godôs, was language which 
Jews wouldôve associated with the Old Testament prophets. Again we see 

the Lord inviting His secular, immature followers to see themselves as the 
prophets, those whom they had been taught were in a class of their own, 

and to whom they as mere secu lar men could in no way pretend. But the 
Lordôs followers were to be a new Moses, new prophets, a new priesthood, 

a new Israel.  

 

10:21  And brother shall deliver up brother to death and the father his 
child, and children shall rise up against parents and cause them to be put 

to death -  "Deliver up" is a term used about the Lordôs delivering to death, 
just as óto cause to be put to deathô is used of His death (Mt. 26:59; 27:1; 

Mk. 14:55; 1 Pet. 3:18). Our sufferings in the final tribulation, and for 
preaching the Gospel generally, grant us a fellowship with our Lordôs 

sufferings. Given the close knit nature of Middle Eastern families, the 



language of family breakup used here wouldôve been far harder for the 

initial hearers to accept than it is for many of us. The family was seen as 
sacrosanct, somehow your family would always be there for you. But the 

Lord is teaching that the dislike of Him a nd His message would be such 
that it would unleash a social and psychological force of hatred such as 

had not been known previously. Judaism taught that it was only Gentile 
families which were like this -  only Gentiles betrayed their brother, their 

parents and their children. But the Lord is teaching that through Israelôs 
rejection of Him and His people, Israel were acting like Gentiles and thus 

becoming as them in Godôs sight. 

 

10:22  And you shall be hated of all men -  This again was Judaismôs 
understanding of Israelôs experience in the Gentile world (the word is 

used of Gentile óhateô for Israel in Lk. 1:71); but the Lord is teaching that 
His followers were the true Israel, and the Jewish orthodoxy who hated 

them were in fact the unsaved Gentile world.  

 
For My Nameôs sake-  It is the Jews who would do this (Jn. 15:21) and yet 

by doing so, they would simply be doing what ñall nationsò would do the 
Lordôs people ófor His Nameôs sakeô (Mt. 24:9).  

But he that endures to the end, the same shall be saved -  It is onl y by 
having  hupomone  that we can be saved (Mt. 24:13 cp. Lk. 21:19). And 

yet Mt. 10:22 would suggest that it will be difficult to have  hupomone  in 
our last days; many will fall away. Our present world is ever changing; 

stability in work, residence, relatio nships etc. seems impossible.  People 
give up so easily.  The generation brought up on telly and Snickers bars 

and deregulated Capitalism seeks only immediate resolution and 
satisfaction; and their short - termism fuels yet further their endless quest 

for the new and novel. And yet  we  must endure to the end in our work for 
the Lord and our relationship with Him, believing the same One Faith, 

living the same spiritual life which those doctrines demand. He amongst 

us who has  hupomone  to the end of the last genera tion, right up to the 
day when the Lord comes, the same will be saved (Mt. 24:13). The Lord 

Jesus had  hupomone , it lead Him to the cross and beyond; and we must 
share His spirit of  hupomone  if we would ultimately share in His salvation 

(2 Thess. 3:5; Rev. 1:9; 3:10).  

 
The ñendò in view may well be the Lordôs second coming, when ñthe Son 

of Man comesò (:23), in the context of the latter day preaching of the 
Gospel during the tribulation; for this passage in Matthew 10 is repeated 

in the Olivet prophecy in th is same context. But not all readers of these 

words will have lived at that time. James so often comments upon 
Matthewôs Gospel, and James 5:11 is the only other place in the NT where 

the words for óenduringô and óendô occur: ñWe count them happy which 



endure [an allusion to the óblessednessô of the Beatitudes as recorded in 

Matthew]. You have heard of the patience [endurance] of Job, and have 
seen the  end  of the Lordò. The ñendò may therefore refer to the end of the 

period of trial in some aspect which the  Lord brings into the life of a 
believer.  

 

10:23  But when they persecute you -  Persecution was and is a matter of 
ówhenô rather than óifô. The parable of the sower likewise assumes that 

persecution because of the word will definitely come. ñPersecuteò is yet 
another word which figures frequently in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 

5:10,11,12,44) as an event bound to happen to those who follow the 

Lord. So often, believers stumble because their experience of it catches 
them off guard. But we are to expect it, and  a life lived under Sermon on 

the Mount principles will prepare us for the moments of crisis when 
persecution comes to us in direct and ugly forms.    

 

In this city -  Which city? The fulfilment of this prediction was surely in the 
persecution of the Christia ns which began in Jerusalem; but Jesus was not 

then talking in Jerusalem. But ñthis cityò could be translated ñthat cityò, 
and the city every Jew had in mind was Jerusalem.  

 
Flee into the next -  Fleeing persecution was a characteristic of the 

persecuted pro phets and righteous. Hebrews 11 is full of allusion to the 
language in which Judaism's heroes were spoken about in the first 

century, and Heb. 11:34 speaks of how the Old Testament heroes of 
faith  fled  the edge of the sword (s.w.). Again and again, the Lor d is 

seeking to inspire His secular followers that they are not to glance at 
those men as icons of a faith far beyond they themselves, but to realize 

their significance, and to be as them in the history of the new Israel that 
was now being created.  

 

For tr uly I say to you, you shall not have gone through the cities of Israel, 
until the Son of Man comes -  The construction could mean that  when  they 

had gone over the cities of Israel, then the Son of Man would come. 
"Gone over" translates  teleo , the noun of whi ch the Lord has just used in 

the preceding verse (:22) in saying that despite persecution for 
preaching, they must endure to "the end". All this was His intention for 

the disciples in the first century, but this whole section of Matthew 10 is 
later repeate d in the Olivet Prophecy, which clearly has reference to the 

last days. When the witness to Israel is ended, then the Lord will return. 
The whole picture of preaching within Israel whilst enduring fierce 

persecution is exactly the picture we get from a fut uristic understanding 
of parts of the book of Revelation. I have outlined such an interpretation 

in my  The Last Days . 



The idea could be that they would still have cities to flee to right up to the 

point when the Son of Man comes. The preachers of the Gospe l will 
somehow be preserved in the final tribulation -  that would appear to be 

the message, although Rev. 11 and other passages hint that some at 
least of them will due.   

 

10:24  A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his lord -  
The Lord is partly speaking to the possible desire in some of the disciples 

to be martyrs for His cause. Peter's attitude in Gethsemane was clearly of 
that nature, and some of the disciples came from radicalized, fanatical 

backgrounds. Martyrdom was a common concept i n the first century, and 

the Lord's warning to flee persecution, to bring about a quiet revolution 
rather than a political one, was aimed at warning against any desire for a 

quick, glamorous death for the sake of the Kingdom. In the context, He 
has warned them to flee persecution (:23). He could be saying that the 

game plan was that  He was to die in 'that city' of Jerusalem, 
but  they  were to seek to preserve their lives so that they could make a 

longer and more effective witness to Him. They were not 'above ' Him -  He 
was the one who had to die as the perfect sacrifice, not them. They were 

to be 'as' Him in terms of personality (:25), and be satisfied with that -  it 
was to be "enough" for them to bear His reproach (:25). The Lord 

elsewhere taught Peter that the  time for martyrdom would indeed come 
for Peter -  but not right then. So there is the possibility that the Lord is 

implying 'You are not at this stage  huper  ("above") Me, for the moment, 
focus on being "as" Me (:25), as disciples learning to copy their teac her'. 

This suggestion is strengthened by the fact that Paul later writes that we 

are indeed to be  huper  Christ, in the sense of being instead of Him, for 
His sake, in our witness. Thus we are to preach " huper  Christ... in Christ's 

stead [ huper  again]" (2 C or. 5:20), suffering in the work of 
preaching  huper  Christ (2 Cor. 12:10; Phil. 1:29; Col. 1:24), giving our 

lives  huper  Christ (Acts 15:26), in response to Christ's death  huper  us 
(Rom. 5:8 and often). So when the Lord taught in Mt. 10:24 that the 

discipl es were not to give their lives  huper  Him their Lord and Master, He 
might have meant 'at this time'. The time would come, but for then, they 

were to focus on learning of Him.   
 

10:25  It is enough -  As explained on :24, the Lord may be teaching that 
the apos tles were not to eagerly choose a martyr's death -  that was for 

Him, not them. It was enough for them that they shared in His sufferings 
by being slandered as He was.  

 

For the disciple that he be as his Master -  See on :24.  
 

If they have called the Master of  the house -  The head of household. A 
term often used by the Lord in His parables. And yet He implies that this 

role is to be functionally aspired to by us. Those instructed in the things of 



the Kingdom are like a 'master of the house' (Mt. 13:52), and as t he 

household's master would watch for the thief coming, so  we  are to fulfil 
His function and watch (Mt. 24:43,44).   

 
Beelzebub -  'Beelzebub' has various possible meanings, but one of them is 

'Lord of the house'. By using this term, the Lord's critics were i mplying He 
did in fact have a household over whom He was Master and Lord. The 

Lord is saying that He is the head of the family, the household, and the 
disciples are His  oikiakos , His relatives, His family ("them of His 

household"). This idea of disciples b eing part of a new family based 
around their teacher, with them all thereby becoming brothers and 

sisters, was unheard of in the various schools of the Rabbis. A Rabbi had 
disciples, but the imagery of family was not used. The family unit was 

exalted as su preme in importance, and could not be emulated in other 
contexts. The Lord is teaching that the bonds between Him and His 

followers were so strong that they were indeed a new family, of more 

importance and significance than the natural family, which no lon ger 
claimed first loyalty in the lives, feelings and self -perceptions of His 

followers. Even today, this is a radical challenge -  for so many turn back 
from full discipleship because of placing loyalty to family above loyalty to 

Christ. The reasoning is tha t what we do for family is done for Christ, and 
family must come first. But time and again the Lord's teaching is that our 

spiritual family are to come  before  our natural family. So many divisions 
and dysfunctions within the Lord's body are caused by those  who name 

His Name insisting on putting their family unity before the unity 
of  His  family. We can't fellowship  them  because if we do, then uncle 

Tommy won't fellowship  us ... and so the selfish destruction of the Lord's 
body continues by those who love themselves more than their Lord.   

 
How much more them of his household! -  At first blush, this may seem 

strange. Usually the charismatic, visible leader attracts more slander than 

his individual supporters. But we see here the Lord's sensitivity to every 
individual experience of slander for His sake -  for He presumably means 

'The  sum  total of all the suffering of My preachers down the centuries 
until I return will be far more than what I personally shall suffer from the 

Jews'. We see here His loveliness -  His grace, His generosity of spirit, His 
sensitivity to all we suffer for Him.  

 
10:26  Therefore fear them not -  Because of the detailed judgment which is 

to come, at which every name calling, every suffering, shall be openly 
revealed for what it is and judged -  why fear men and their religious elites, 

or even death itself (social or literal) at the hands of their persecution.   
 

For there is nothing -  The Greek could be translated 'Nobody'. This would 
fit with the sense of the next verse, which is that we as person s should 

not hide ourselves but come out in the open now, just as we shall be 

openly revealed at judgment day.   



 

Covered -  The Lord uses the same word to warn against 'covering' our 
light in the sense of not openly preaching and showing who we are (Lk. 

8:16 ).   
 

That shall not be revealed -  Judgment has a sense of 'now, but not yet'. 
Thoughts are revealed now, both to God and to ourselves (if we are 

perceptive enough to know ourselves); and this is especially stimulated 
and enabled by reflection upon the cross  (Lk. 2:35 s.w.). And yet the 

public revealing of our thoughts and who we essentially are will be done 
publicly  at the day of judgment (1 Cor. 3:13 s.w.). In this sense, 'we 

make the answer now'. More on this huge theme in  Judgment to Come .  
 

And nothing h id that shall not be known -  The Father right now "sees in 
secret" (Mt. 6:4,6,18 s.w.). So the concept of being able to even be 

'hidden' from Him is foolish. Again, we are to live as if we are at judgment 

day. Therefore our light of the Gospel should not be  placed in a 'hidden 
place' (Lk. 11:33 s.w.) -  the idea of  not  preaching, concealing our faith, is 

foolish because we shall come out in the open about it at the last day 
anyway. The "secrets of men" (s.w. 'hidden') shall be judged openly 

(Rom. 2:16), the "h idden things of darkness" will be made manifest (1 
Cor. 4:5) -  not to God, who sees them right now anyway, but to ourselves 

and to others. We are therefore to 'come out' with the Gospel now, 
whatever the cost, and take comfort that "the hidden man [s.w.] of  the 

heart" is noticed by God and it is this which shall be judged (1 Pet. 3:4).  

  

10:27  What I tell you -  It could be argued that the content of the Gospel 
which is to be preached is therefore to be the words of Jesus, what He 

told the disciples. That is c ertainly how they understood it, for the four 
Gospel records are transcripts of the early preaching of the Gospel by the 

disciples, and they are just that -  what the Lord told the disciples.  
 

In the darkness -  In the same way as the day of judgment will be a  
bringing to light what was done and said in darkness (:26), we should live 

now in that transparent spirit, openly speaking the Gospel, not hiding it, 
bearing in mind that one day and for eternity, it will be openly revealed 

who we are and what we believe.  The Lord later stated that "in secret 
[s.w. "hid" in :26] have I said nothing" (Jn. 18:20). He was for a moment 

adopting the perspective of the disciples, just as He does with the 
language of demons;  to them , what He was telling them was said in 

darkness,  was hidden. But it was not to remain hidden within their hearts 

and brain cells, they were to speak it forth  now , in that they were to live 
in the spirit of judgment day today. There are many allusions to Job in the 

New Testament; far more than may be app arent on the surface. Mt. 
10:27 is one of them: "What I tell you in darkness, that speak ye in light: 

and what ye hear in the ear, that preach ye upon the housetops". The 



idea of God telling us things in the ear which we must then openly declare 

is surely looking back to Job's words in Job 42:5. "Darkness" is also a Job 
idea; the word occurs at least 30 times in the book. The final appearance 

of Yahweh in the darkness of the thundercloud was His reproof of Job's 
repeated suggestion that the darkness of sin somehow separated God 

from involvement with man. What Job was told out of darkness, he had to 
speak forth in the light. It seems that Job's spiritual growth is being 

picked up by the Lord and presented as our pattern. He does the same in 
Lk. 18:30, another  of the allusions to Job in the New Testament, when He 

speaks of how each of us must give up house, wife, brethren and children 
for the Kingdomôs sake, and then afterwards receive ñmanifold more in 

this time, and in the world to comeéò. This is exactly the position of Job 
(Job 42:10), and yet the Lord applies it to each of us.   

 
Speak in the light -  This verse is repeated in Lk. 12:3 but from a different 

perspective: "Therefore whatever you have said in the darkness shall be 
heard in the light, and what you have whispered behind closed doors shall 

be proclaimed upon the housetops". We are to preach upon the housetops 
what the Lord told us in the ear. But what  we  have spoken in the ear, or 

whispered, shall likewise be broadcast from the housetops. Nothing will  
be secret in the day of judgment, and so we are not be secretive about 

our faith now. We are to live as if we are in the Lord's judgment day 
presence -  because in essence, we are. For judgment is going on right 

now. John's take on light and darkness is tha t Jewish society was the 
darkness in which the light of Christ was shining (Jn. 1:5; 12:46). The 

Lord may therefore be implying that they were still partially in darkness, 

and into that darkness He had come and was showing them the light.  

 
And what you hea r in the ear -  The personal relationship which we have 

had with Christ will be very evident at the judgment. What we say to 
Christ in His ear in the bedroom in the darkness, will be openly spoken by 

Christ at the judgment (Lk. 12:2,3). God dwells in darknes s (Ex. 20:21; 1 
Kings 8:12). Speaking in the bedroom in secret with the knowledge we 

will be openly rewarded is the language of prayer (Mt. 6:6). Our private 
relationship with the Lord now, praying to Him in our bedroom, 

meditating about Him there, will th en be spoken out loud. But there is a 

related statement from the Lord: What we hear from Him in the ear, we 
must speak openly (Mt. 10:26,27; after the pattern of Isaiah in 22:14). 

Putting these passages together, we get the picture of us speaking to God 
th rough Christ, talking in His ear, as one might whisper something very 

personal into a friend's ear, in the darkness of our bedroom. And then the 
Lord whispers back in our ear, i.e. His revelation to us (through the word) 

is very personal and not perceived by others; but we must openly, 
publicly act upon it. And this private relationship we have with the Lord in 

our prayer life will then be revealed openly at the judgment. God told 



Samuel "in his ear" about Saul's future, and although the message must 

have b een hard to relay to Saul, Samuel did so, on the housetop (1 Sam. 
9:15,25). The similarities with the Lord's words are too close to be 

accidental. Surely He saw each of us as passing through the essential 
experience of Samuel. As we witness our relationshi p with Christ to an 

unspiritual world now, so He will  speak openly of us to God (Mt. 10:32; 
Rev. 3:5), Angels (Lk. 12:8) and to the world (Lk. 12:2,3). He will openly 

confess our name, i.e. our character and personality. What we have said 
to Him privately will be revealed in the light, i.e. in the Kingdom (Col. 

1:12).  Preaching on the housetops is built on the language of 1 Sam. 
9:15,25, where God speaks in Samuelôs ear, and then he speaks that 

word to Saul on the housetop. The Lord is saying that in essen ce, we are 
all in Samuelôs position; we hear the word of this worldôs salvation, the 

word about ñthe Kingdomò as it was for Saul, and that very fact is in itself 
the imperative to overcome our natural reservations and share it with 

those for whom it is int ended -  even if, as with Saul, we consider them 

unlikely and unspiritual hearers.  

 
The outcome of the judgment seat will be a reflection of our  attitude to 

witnessing to others: "What you (the twelve disciples) hear in the ear, 
that preach upon the housetop s...  whosoever  therefore shall confess Me 

before men, him will I confess also before My Father which is in heaven" 
(Mt. 10:27,32). The Lord seems to go beyond briefing His men before 

they set off on their preaching mission; He goes on to say that in a 
sens e,  whoever  follows their example will be confessed before the Father. 

Notice what He  isn't  saying: He isn't saying that if you're keen about 

preaching, this is the be -all -and -end -all of spiritual life, and this alone will 
guarantee your acceptance with God . He says that what we hear (i.e. 

believe) in the ear, our own very personal understanding and belief of the 
Gospel, must be spread abroad openly to others. Our salvation is through 

faith in God's absolute grace; but if it is  real  faith, we will preach it on the 
housetops, we simply can't keep the knowledge of  such  grace, such great 

salvation, to ourselves.   

 
Proclaim upon the housetops -  According to the Talmud ( Shabbat  35b), it 

was the priests who were to proclaim the commencement of the Sabbath 

by blasts on the shophar from the housetops. Again, the Lord takes 
language appropriate to the professional religionists and applies it to His 

largely secular followers. All the time He was seeking to encourage them 
that  they  were to do this work. And the proclamati on of the Kingdom is 

thus turned into a form of proclaiming a Sabbath of rest. Hebrews uses 
the language of the Sabbath concerning the Kingdom of God. The idea of 

teaching upon the housetops what we hear in the ear is language which 
surely alludes to how I saiah and the prophets heard God's word in their 

ear and then taught it to others (Is. 5:9; 50:4). The idea was that the 



Lordôs followers were not to see the prophets as pale faced, iconic figures-  

but to realize they were no less than them in their servic e of God and His 
Son.  

 

10:28  And do not be afraid -  The Lord was quite clear that His followers 
should expect death and serious suffering for preaching Him. He 

perceived that fear of audience response would be a strong factor in the 
temptation not to preach  Him. But He gave the reason for not fearing in 

:26 -  all shall be revealed at the day of judgment. Belief in the doctrine of 
final judgment therefore has huge impact upon life in practice -  in this 

case, giving us strength not to fear the consequences of ou r witness. For 

many believers today, persecution unto death is not a likely consequence 
of witness; fear of slight embarrassment, being thought óoddô for turning a 

conversation around, is a very small price. The Lord is asking us here to 
accept that witnes s for Him may well cost us death. If we accept that, 

accept it as part and parcel of the Lordôs basic message, then our 
approach to witness will be quite different. Fear of audience response will 

no longer be a major factor, if we have solemnly accepted th at we are 
prepared to die for the sake of preaching the Gospel. Lukeôs record adds: 

ñI say unto you My friends , Be not afraid of theméò (Lk. 12:4). If we are 
His friends, the friends of the Son of God, the prince of the kings of the 

earth -  why fear audienc e response when we witness? The laboured  
assurances of the next verses about being of more value than sparrows 

etc. are all in the context, therefore, of assuring us that we need not 
ultimately fear negative response to our witness.  

 
Of those that kill the  body but are not able to kill the soul -  It is our óreal 

selfô which will eternally endure. In this sense, for the faithful, their body 
may be killed but their soul cannot be. I take this to mean that who they 

essentially are is for ever recorded by the Lo rd, and they will be given 
that same personality at the resurrection. Significantly, the Bible speaks 

not of the óresurrection of the bodyô [itôs the creeds which speak of this], 
but rather ñthe resurrection of the justò, ñthe resurrection of the deadò. 

The resurrection is more about resurrected characters than resurrected 
bodies, although the process will involve a new body being given.  

 
But rather fear Him who is able to destroy -  See on 16:25  lose it .  

 

Both soul and body -  The inference can be drawn that the rejected will 
have both soul and body destroyed at the last day. This means there 

must be a resurrection of the body -  and then the destruction of that body 

in the condemnation process, as well as of their "soul".  Psuhe  has a wide 
range of meaning -  some times it can mean simply the body, at other 

times, the essential personality. This too will be destroyed, for the 



memory of the rejected will be forgotten, they will cease to exist in all 

dimensions. There should be a "fear" of rejection; there are more de tails, 
more frequently, about the condemnation experience than the joy of 

acceptance in that day. This is not negative psychology; the Lord in His 
wisdom knew that this was necessary for us, to keep ever before us the 

sense of the future we may miss. This should be our fear, far more than 
death or social rejection by those to whom we witness.  

 

In Gehenna -  The Jews believed that óhellô had three sections: Gehenna, a 
place of eternal fire for those Jews who broke the covenant and 

blasphemed God; óthe shadesô, an intermediate place similar to the 

Catholic idea of purgatory; and a place of rest where the faithful Jew 
awaited the resurrection at the last day. This distinction has no basis in 

the Bible. However, itôs significant that the Lord Jesus uses óGehennaô and 
the figure of eternal fire to describe the punishment of people for what 

the Jews of His day wouldôve considered incidental sins, matters which 
were far from blasphemy and breaking the covenant ï glancing at a 

woman with a lustful eye (Mk. 9:47), hypoc risy (Lk. 12:1,5; Mt. 23:27 ï
33), not giving a cup of water to a ñlittle oneò, forbidding a disciple of 

John the Baptist to follow Jesus (Mk. 9:39 ï43); not preaching the Gospel 
fearlessly and boldly (Mt. 10:25 ï28). These matters were and are 

shrugged off as  of no eternal consequence. But just like the prophets of 
Israel did, the Lord Jesus seizes upon such issues and purposefully 

associates them with the most dire possible punishment which His Jewish 
hearers could conceive ï Gehenna. Time and again, the Bibl e alludes to 

incorrect ideas and reasons with people from the temporary assumption 

those ideas might be true. The language of demons, as we will show later, 
is a classic example. And itôs quite possible the Lord is doing the same 

here with the concept of G ehenna ï the punishment for the Jew who 
breaks the covenant and blasphemes. The Lord was primarily teaching 

about behaviour, not giving a lecture about the state of the dead. And so 
He takes the maximum category of eternal punishment known to His 

audience,  and says that this awaits those who sin in matters which on His 
agenda are so major, even if in the eyes of the Jewish world and 

humanity generally they were insignificant.  

10:29  Are not two sparrows -  ñAn inscription of the Emperor Diocletian 

setting out the maximum prices that might be paid for various articles of 
commerce shows that sparrows were the cheapest of birds used for 

food...ò (Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew  (Leicester : I.V.P., 
1992)). This is another example of the Lordôs radical collision course with 

the Rabbis; He taught that Godôs care even embraces sparrow. For the 
Rabbis explicitly forbad prayers that mentioned Godôs care for birds, 

because they argued that it was dishonouring to God to associate Him 
with something so small as  a bird ( Berith  5.3). And the Lord purposefully 

stood that idea upon its head. The Rabbis had a whole list of unforgivable 



sins, like murder, apostasy, contempt for the Law, etc. But the Lord went 

further. His many words of judgment werenôt directed to the murderers 
and whores and Sabbath breakers; they were instead directed against 

those who condemned those people, considering themselves righteous. 
He calls those who appeared so righteous a ógeneration of vipersô. The 

publican, not the Pharisee, finds Godôs acceptance, according to Jesus. 
And again, the Lord is making a telling point -  because Rabbis held that 

repentance for publicans was almost impossible, because it was 
impossible for them to know exactly all the people theyôd cheated. Very 

clearly, the Lo rdôs message was radical. He was out to form a holy people 
from whores and gamblers, no -good boys and conmen. And moreover, He 

was out to show that what God especially judges and hates are the things 
that humanity doesnôt think twice about: hypocrisy, self- righteousness, 

judgmentalism, exclusion of othersé  

 

Sold for a very small coin -  An assarion  / farthing, the tenth part of a 
drachma / denarius, which was a day's pay for a labourer. The Matthew 

record has the Lord saying that two sparrows are sold for one farthing; 
Luke 12:6 records that He said that five sparrows were sold for two 

farthings. So  what did the Lord really say? I suggest something like this: 
'As you know, two sparrows are sold for one farthing, they cost half a 

farthing each; but often, as you know,  five  sparrows are sold 
for  two  farthings, they'll throw one extra in for free, they' re worth so 

little'.  

 

And not one of them shall fall on the ground -  One sparrow "shall not 
fall  on  the  ground  without (the knowledge of) your Father". God is aware 

of the death of each bird -  He does not allow animals to die due to their 
natural decay (the clockwork mechanism) without Him being actively 

involved in and conscious of their death. Again, Jesus shows how God's 
knowledge  and participation in the things of the natural creation must 

imply an even greater awareness of us. "The very hairs of your hea d are 
all numberedé you are of more value than many sparrows" (Mt. 

10:30,31). God hasnôt wound up this world and left it ticking by 
clockwork, dispassionately looking on as Israel and all His people make 

such a mess of things. He sends the rain, consciousl y; not a sparrow falls 

from the air [i.e., as the result of a manôs sling stone-  for birds die in their 
nests usually, not in mid - flight] without Him being aware, and, by 

implication, grieving for it. He even knows how much sparrows are sold 
for.  See on 6 :26.  

 

Without  your Father -  The Lord was ñthe word made fleshò. All that He 
taught, He in some way experienced and obeyed. In the time of His 

persecution and death, He fell to the ground literally (same words -  Mk. 



14:35) as well as figuratively (same words Jn. 12:24); and called out to 

the ñFatherò. Clearly He had in mind His own earlier teaching; but how 
hard and demanding it was for Him to live it out.   

 

10:30  But the very hairs of your head are all numbered -  see 2 Sam. 
1:23.  The redeemed are a community w hom man cannot number (Rev. 

7:9), as many as the stars in the sky which neither Abraham nor any man 
could number. The Lord may be making an allusion to this in order to 

highlight the scale of knowledge which God has -  He numbers the 
community of believers e xactly, over space and over time, and He also 

numbers the hairs on every one of His people. This vast knowledge of God 

is often referred to in the Psalms as a guarantee that therefore God will 
ultimately protect His people. Lk. 21:18, which we have shown t o have 

similarities with the preaching commission of Mt. 10, comments that 
ñthere shall not an hair of your head perishò. The question is whether the 

Lord is assuring His preachers that they will not ultimately die; it might 
sound like it, from such assura nce. And yet earlier verses in the preaching 

commission sound as if the preachers will indeed suffer, quite possibly 
unto death. And we know that some of them did suffer death. So what 

are we to make of these assurances of protection, so strong that the 
pr eacher should be fearless and not fear death as a consequence for 

preaching? I suggest that the Lord, as often in His teaching, is speaking 
on an elevated, spiritual level. The possibility of death for witness is a 

clear theme of His, especially in Revelat ion. These strong assurances of 
protection and salvation from death would therefore be His way of saying 

that His ultimate salvation of His preachers at the resurrection will involve 

the preservation of them as unique personalities, down to the hairs of 
th eir head. And therefore they should not fear death in this life. For He 

knows them. The fear of death revolves around the sense that I as the 
sum of all my experiences, my uniqueness, shall be no more -  and the 

Lord is urging us to believe that God not only  knows our unique attributes 
better than we do, but shall ultimately preserve them in the resurrection 

of the body and in the nature of the life eternal.  

10:31 Therefore fear not -  The Lord is asking a lot here; Heôs asking for us 
to preach without fear of consequence and audience reaction. That is a 

step beyond preaching knowing the likely price, and being willing to pay 

that price. To know that price and yet preach without fear is a step 
beyond being willing to accept consequence.  

You are of more value tha n many sparrows -  The same word is used in the 

same context in Mt. 6:26. Having spoken of how God provides for the 
birds of the air, the Lord drives home the comparison: ñAre you not much 

better [s.w. ñof more valueò] than them?ò. The term is again used in Mt. 
12:12: ñHow much then is a man better than a sheepò. We must give full 

weight to this triple emphasis on how much more valuable we are than 




