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LIFE BY DESIGN

The Bible tells us that God originally planned 
a world that worked perfectly—where 
everything and everyone fit together in 
harmony. God made each of us with a 
purpose—to worship Him and walk with Him. 
(See Genesis 1:31 and Psalm 19:1.)

Life doesn’t work when we ignore God and His 
original design for our lives. We selfishly insist 
on doing things our own way. The Bible calls 
this sin. Sin leads to a place of brokenness. 
The consequence of our sin is separation from 
God—in this life and for all of eternity. (See 
Romans 3:23 and Romans 6:23.)

At this point we need a remedy—some good 
news. Because of His love, God did not leave 
us in our brokenness. Jesus, God in human 
flesh, came to us and lived perfectly according 
to God’s Design. Jesus came to rescue us—to 
do for us what we could not do for ourselves. 
He took our sin and shame to the cross, paying 
the penalty of our sin by His death. Jesus was 
then raised from the dead—to provide the 
only way for us to be rescued and restored 
to a relationship with God. (See John 3:16, 
Colossians 2:14, and 1 Corinthians 15:3-4.)

We don’t have the power to escape this 
brokenness on our own. We need to be 
rescued. We must ask God to forgive us—
turning from sin to trust in Jesus. This is what 
it means to repent and believe. Believing, 
we receive new life through Jesus. God turns 
our lives in a new direction. (See Mark 1:15, 
Ephesians 2:8-9, and Romans 10:9.)

When God restores our relationship to Him, 
we begin to discover meaning and purpose 
in a broken world. Now we can pursue God’s 
Design in all areas of our lives. God’s Spirit 
empowers us to recover His Design and 
assures us of His presence in this life and 
for all of eternity. (See Philippians 2:13 and 
Ephesians 2:10.)

Now that you have heard this Good News, 
God wants you to respond to Him. You can 
talk to Him using words like these: My life is 
broken—I recognize it’s because of my sin. I 
believe Christ came to live, die, and was raised 
from the dead—to rescue me from my sin. 
Forgive me. I turn from my selfish ways and 
put my trust in You. I know that Jesus is Lord 
of all, and I will follow Him.

Excerpted from Life on Mission: A Simple Way to Share 
the Gospel.

We live in a broken world. This brokenness is seen in suffering, violence, 
poverty, pain, and death around us. Brokenness leads  
us to search for a way to make LIFE work.
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In this issue of Explore the Bible resources, we 
have the privilege of studying the second half 
of the Gospel of Matthew. Chapters 14–28 
of Matthew offer a unique and challenging 
perspective into the last six months of Jesus’ 
earthly ministry. Together, we will discover the 
true identity of Jesus Christ and the impact He 
made on the first generation of Christ-followers. 

 This study will enable each of us to get into the ears and hearts of 
the first disciples as they listen to Jesus, walk with Him, and see their 
Lord crucified. As important as it is to understand clearly the first-
century historical context of the first Gospel in the New Testament, 
we will also be challenged to hear the teachings of Jesus with our 
own ears and to follow this Messiah with all our hearts. There will 
be some uncomfortable and provoking passages in the last part of 
Matthew’s Gospel, yet one of Matthew’s primary purposes is that 
each listener will encounter the prophesied Messiah. As the Gospel 
writer indicates, the condition of our hearts will determine our 
response to the very clear and simple message that Jesus Christ, the 
Son of God, offers each believer a place in the family of God.  

Rodney Woo

Dr. Rodney M. Woo is Senior Pastor of the International 
Baptist Church in Singapore. He is the author of  The 
Color of Church: A Biblical and Practical Paradigm for 
Multiracial Churches. 
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INTRODUCTION TO MATTHEW
The term of a newly inaugurated American president has begun. After the 
pomp and circumstance of Inauguration Day, the hard work of governance 
is now the order of the day. Cabinet members are being vetted and approved. 
Four years of hope and opportunity—or possibly eight—lie ahead. Imagine 
being one of the people selected by the president for a key role in the 
administration. You’re now in office, and you can’t wait to see what this 
exciting opportunity will bring about. What a privilege and responsibility!

If you envision a similar scenario in history about 2,000 years ago, you 
can begin to understand something of the excitement the apostle Matthew 
might have felt. He had been tapped by Jesus to follow Him as a disciple. 
He had heard Jesus teach about the arrival of the kingdom of God, and it 
had finally dawned on Matthew that Jesus was the King, the long-promised 
Messiah from God. Furthermore, Matthew had been designated as a member 
of the King’s “cabinet.” As one of the inner circle of the Twelve, Matthew 
had witnessed much of Jesus’ ministry. He saw Jesus crucified, risen, and 
ascended. Matthew then took his place as a leader of the early Christian 
movement. Thankfully for us, he had paid careful attention along the way.

Few stories have been preserved about Matthew’s later life. What we do 
have, however, is the precious, inspired Gospel that he wrote. The Gospel of 
Matthew is often described as the “royal” Gospel. That is, Matthew presented 
Jesus as the long-awaited Messiah-King. The sessions for this quarter focus 
on the second half of Matthew’s Gospel, chapters 14–28. (Chapters 1–13 
were the focus of a previous issue of the Commentary.) In these sessions, we 
will see how Matthew presented Jesus not only as the matchless King over 
God’s kingdom but also as the crucified and risen Lord who commissioned 
His followers, the church, to make disciples of all nations.

  BACKGROUND

Writer—Christian tradition has uniformly identified the writer of the First 
Gospel as the same Matthew whom Jesus called to be one of His twelve 
apostles. The name Matthew means “the gift of Yahweh”; it occurs in the 
New Testament only in the account of the apostle’s calling (Matt. 9:9-13) and 
in four lists of the twelve apostles (Matt. 10:3; Mark 3:18; Luke 6:15; Acts 
1:13). Matthew also was known by the name Levi, meaning “a joining.” This 
latter name can be found in Mark 2:14 (where Mark identified Levi as the 
“son of Alphaeus”) and also in Luke 5:27. 

As a tax officer, Matthew collected tolls from local farmers and traders in 
Galilee as well as from caravans passing through the region. His office likely 
was located in or near Capernaum on the major road running between Syria 
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(to the north) and Egypt (to the south). Matthew would have known the 
value of transported goods such as wool, silver, and grain. In all likelihood 
he could communicate in both Aramaic (the local dialect) and Greek (the 
trade language of the Roman Empire). And like most tax collectors of his day, 
Matthew probably was despised by citizens and travelers alike for charging 
them more than the required amount for tolls. (See the description and 
confession of Zacchaeus in Luke 19:2,8.) 

A tradition that arose after the New Testament era suggests Matthew 
went to Ethiopia after Jesus’ resurrection and ascension. There he preached 
the gospel until his death as a martyr. Matthew’s name has been connected 
with the First Gospel as its writer as far back as the earliest lists of the New 
Testament canon. 

Date—We cannot determine a precise date for the writing of Matthew’s 
Gospel. Any time between A.D. 40 and A.D. 100 is possible. A second-century 
Christian leader reportedly described Matthew’s Gospel as the oldest of the 
four Gospels and as having been written originally in Hebrew or Aramaic. 
However, the question of whether Matthew’s Gospel is the oldest still 
provokes scholarly debate to this day. In particular, the literary relationship 
between Matthew and Mark—these two Gospels are similar in outline and 
often are identical in wording—raises the possibility that either Gospel 
might already have been written and available to the writer of the other. 

Some Bible scholars propose A.D. 70 as the latest possible date for the 
composition of Matthew’s Gospel. They base this conclusion on Jesus’ 
prophetic words in Matthew 24 regarding the future destruction of 
Jerusalem and the temple—a disaster that transpired in A.D. 70. These 
scholars suggest that Matthew surely would have reported the fulfillment of 
Jesus’ temple prediction if he had composed the Gospel after that event. In 
any case, the purpose of our Scripture study in these sessions does not hinge 
on determining the precise date that the Gospel of Matthew was composed. 

Occasion—With Matthew’s emphasis on Jesus as the Messiah-King who 
fulfilled Old Testament prophecy, the original audience probably was a 
community primarily comprised of Jewish Christians. Matthew, a Jewish 
Christian himself, wrote to his audience as an eyewitness of Jesus’ life and 
ministry. Matthew brought his personality, memories, and skills to the writing 
task, as well as whatever other sources he might have used. His Gospel stands 
as a testimony to the divinely inspired nature of Scripture (2 Pet. 1:20-21). 

  MESSAGE AND STRUCTURE

Central Message—Matthew wrote to demonstrate that Jesus of Nazareth 
was the promised Messiah-King. The phrase “kingdom of heaven” appears 

© 2017 LifeWay
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more than 30 times in the Gospel. The similar phrase “kingdom of God” 
appears at least four times. Matthew showed through Jesus’ words and 
actions that Jesus possessed the royal authority of God. 

Structure—The Gospel of Matthew has a clearly defined structure. After 
the initial narrative of Jesus’ birth and the beginning of His ministry (1–4), 
Matthew included five major teaching discourses of Jesus (5–7; 10; 13; 18; 
24–25). Following each discourse is a narrative section about Jesus’ ministry 
(8–9; 11–12; 14–17; 19–23; 26–28). The final narrative section focuses on 
events surrounding Jesus’ crucifixion, burial, and resurrection. 

  THEMES

Jesus as the Messiah-King—Matthew’s Gospel opens with these words: “An 
account of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the Son of David, the Son of Abraham” 
(1:1). The titles Christ (Greek for “anointed one”) and Messiah (Hebrew for 
“anointed one,” referring to the king) emphasize that the historical Person 
named Jesus was indeed the long-awaited Messiah and King. Whatever else 
the Jewish people understood about their coming Messiah, they believed He 
would descend from King David and would rule God’s people. 

Jesus’ teachings about the kingdom of God—God sovereignly rules over 
all His creation, and He longs for humanity—whom He created in His 
image—to submit to Him in love and obedience. John the Baptist was the 
first to preach that the kingdom had come near in a brand new way (3:2). 
Jesus continued that message (4:17). Many of His parables were about the 
kingdom, and both the Sermon on the Mount and the parables of chapter 
13 explain what Jesus meant by the kingdom: God’s rule had arrived in the 
Person of the King. 

Fufillment of Scripture—Matthew repeatedly quoted Old Testament 
Scripture. Quotations appear in the birth narrative (1:23; 2:6,15,18). Other 
quotations support and explain the nature of Jesus’ ministry (8:17; 12:17- 
21; 13:35). Finally, Matthew cited Scripture’s fulfillment in relation to Jesus’ 
royal entry into Jerusalem (21:5), betrayal (27:9-10), and death (27:46). 

Community of Jesus’ disciples—Of all the Gospels, only Matthew specifically 
refers to the community of Jesus’ followers as the church. Jesus promised 
to build His church and instructed that disciplinary matters be dealt with 
promptly by the local Christian community (16:18; 18:17). Indeed, Jesus’ five 
discourses in the Gospel of Matthew have been called a manual of church 
discipleship. Further, the concluding commission of the risen Christ is for 
His followers, the church, to “make disciples of all nations” (28:19).

© 2017 LifeWay
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OUTLINE OF MATTHEW

I.  Birth and Infancy of Jesus (Matt. 1:1–2:23)

II.  Beginning of Jesus’ Ministry in Galilee (Matt. 3:1–4:25)

III.   Discourse One: The Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:1–7:29)

IV.  Jesus’ First Miracles (Matt. 8:1–9:34)

V.   Discourse Two: Ministry of Jesus’ Disciples 
(Matt. 9:35–10:42)

VI.  Responses to Jesus’ Ministry (Matt. 11:1–12:50)

VII.   Discourse Three: Parables about the Kingdom 
(Matt. 13:1-58)

VIII. Close of Jesus’ Ministry in Galilee (Matt. 14:1–16:28)

IX.  Preparing for His Death (Matt. 17:1-27)

X.   Discourse Four: Character of Jesus’ Disciples (Matt. 18:1-35)

XI.   Jesus’ Ministry on the Way to Jerusalem (Matt. 19:1–20:34)

XII.  Jesus’ Ministry in Jerusalem (Matt. 21:1–23:39)

XIII. Discourse Five: Olivet Discourse (Matt. 24:1–25:46)

XIV. Betrayal, Crucifixion, and Burial (Matt. 26:1–27:66)

XV.  Resurrection and Commission (Matt. 28:1-20)

© 2017 LifeWay
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Who Is Jesus?
Jesus is the Christ to whom all of Scripture points.

Superman. Batman. Zorro. When I was young, these were my favorite comic 
book heroes. I knew they were fictitious characters. However, part of their 
special appeal to me was that each hero had a secret identity known only to 
a few insiders.

In contrast to my fictional childhood heroes, Jesus was (and is) a real 
hero. Yet it took a long time after He began His public ministry for this 
truth to sink in for even His closest followers. In addition to the crowds that 
thronged around Jesus to be healed, to hear Him teach, or to eat their fill 
of miraculously provided bread and fish, He gathered around Him a small 
group of followers to whom He gave an extra measure of attention. 

Matthew’s Gospel reveals in some detail how the inner circle of Jesus’ 
followers came to understand His essential identity as the Messiah. Jesus 
set up the circumstances for the Twelve to grasp His true identity. With the 
disciple Simon Peter in the lead, at last they recognized the truth. Yet they 
were not prepared for what He told them immediately after their moment of 
realization. Yes, He was the long-promised Messiah, but His mission was not 
what they expected. He was about to face suffering and death in Jerusalem 
rather than the glorious earthly kingdom the apostles—and most Jews 
of that day—anticipated for the Messiah. This session is an invitation for 
people today to become “insiders” who know and can proclaim who Jesus is 
and why He came.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 14:1–16:28

Matthew 1–13 focuses on Jesus’ birth, the beginning of His ministry, and 
His rise in popularity as a preacher, teacher, and healer. The second half 
of Matthew’s Gospel focuses on events and teachings that reveal Jesus’ 
mission as the Messiah-King. Jesus moved from the peak of His popular 

Session 1 > Matthew 16:13-28
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public ministry to increasing opposition from Jewish religious leaders. 
The narrative culminates in the description of Jesus’ last days, from His 
triumphal entry into Jerusalem to His suffering, death, resurrection, and 
commission of His disciples.

As chapter 14 opens, the setting is Jesus’ public ministry in Galilee about 
a year before His crucifixion. Matthew began the chapter on a somber note, 
describing John the Baptist’s murder at the hands of Herod Antipas, ruler 
of Galilee (14:1-12). This event prompted Jesus to withdraw with the Twelve 
into a wilderness area—away from the towns and large crowds. However, the 
multitudes soon found Him and flocked to where He was. The feeding of the 
5,000 was the pinnacle of His public ministry, at least in terms of numbers 
of people directly affected (14:13-21). That night, Jesus also walked on water 
during a storm, and the next day He healed more sick people (14:22-36).

In Matthew 15, we see startling examples of the impact of Jesus’ ministry. 
For example, the Pharisees picked a fight with Him concerning religious 
tradition (15:1-9), which Jesus turned into a teaching moment about 
defilement (15:10-20). Then an outsider—a Gentile mother—demonstrated 
great faith in Jesus, and more people were healed (15:21-31). Soon Jesus 
provided another feeding miracle, feeding 4,000 people this time (15:32-38).

Chapter 16 opens with another account of fierce opposition to Jesus, this 
time initiated by a joint committee of Pharisees and Sadducees, two groups 
that normally did not get along but agreed on this occasion to oppose Jesus 
(16:1-12). With hostility mounting, Jesus took His apostles to a region outside 
Galilee. There the events occurred that are the special focus of this session: 
Peter’s confession of Jesus (16:13-20), Jesus’ prediction of His coming death 
and resurrection (16:21-23), and His teaching on what it means to take up 
one’s cross and follow Him (16:24-28). 

EXPLORE THE TEXT
MISUNDERSTOOD IDENTITY (Matt. 16:13-14)

Jesus asked the disciples what they were hearing about Him from others. 
In response, the disciples listed various prophets that many felt Jesus to be.

VERSE 13

When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his 
disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” 
The town of Caesarea Philippi was located about 20 miles north of the Sea 
of Galilee in a non-Jewish region with a history of pagan religion. Both the 
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Canaanite deity Baal and the Greek deity Pan had been worshiped there. The 
city had become the capital for Philip, son of Herod the Great, who renamed 
the city in honor of Caesar and himself.

At Caesarea Philippi, Jesus posed the question of His identity to the 
Twelve, asking first what they had heard people say about Him. He did not ask 
the question for information. Rather, He was opening a conversation to make 
sure that His closest friends had no misunderstanding about His identity. 

Jesus referred to Himself as the Son of Man. This title was Jesus’ favorite 
self-designation, appearing more than two dozen times in Matthew’s Gospel. 
The title bore clear messianic overtones (see Dan. 7:13-14), but Jesus may have 
used it here in place of the pronoun “I” (compare Matt. 16:15). He was inviting 
His disciples to tell what they were hearing about Him—in particular, what 
they had heard others say about His use of the title the Son of Man.

VERSE 14

They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others, Elijah; still 
others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 
The disciples reported that many people had concluded Jesus was indeed 
some kind of spokesman for God. In Jewish tradition, prophets were revered 
(though not always appreciated) as those who proclaimed truth from God. 
Herod Antipas feared that Jesus might be the resurrected John the Baptist, 
who had been recognized as a prophet by the common people yet who had 
been executed at Herod’s command (14:1-12). Apparently, other people 
shared Herod’s view of Jesus. 

Elijah was highly regarded as a prophet in Israel’s history, and Malachi 
4:5-6 had predicted that Elijah the prophet would return to earth—in what 
form was not specified—before the day of the Lord. (In Matt. 11:14, Jesus 
explained that John the Baptist had fulfilled Malachi’s prophecy.) Perhaps 
people made a connection between Jeremiah and Jesus because both were 
preachers of judgment and repentance who were resisted by religious leaders 
of their day. These popular beliefs about Jesus, although complimentary, 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Review the map titled “The Ministry of Jesus Beyond Galilee” on page 
908 in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary. Locate the Sea of Galilee; 
then find Caesarea Philippi, Capernaum, and Nazareth. Read the article on 
“Caesarea Philippi” on pages 247-249. What might Jesus’ purpose have 
been in relocating to this region for this event?
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13Se ssion 1:   Who Is Jesus?

reflected a serious misunderstanding. If John the Baptist was, in Jesus’ 
words, “more than a prophet” (11:9), then how much more was Jesus beyond 
simply one of the prophets? 

TRUE IDENTITY (Matt. 16:15-16)

Jesus challenged the disciples personally. He asked them to tell what they 
believed about Him. Peter, serving as spokesman for the Twelve, declared 
that Jesus was the promised Messiah.

VERSE 15

“But you,” he asked them, “who do you say that I am?” 
The Twelve knew that Jesus was more than a prophet. They had witnessed His 
power over the winds and the sea (8:27). Jesus once came to them walking on 
the sea during a storm, and the disciples confessed Him as “the Son of God” 
(14:33). Probably at that time they did not fully grasp the implications of what 
this confession meant. Thus, Jesus’ question was an invitation for them to 
reflect more deeply. His question was mainly for their benefit, not His.

VERSE 16

Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the 
living God.” 
Simon Peter likely was not the only disciple who had made the connection 
that Jesus was the Messiah (“the Christ,” KJV, ESV) as well as the Son of 
the living God. In my judgment, Peter represented most if not all of the 
disciples in making this confession. In any case, Jesus pressed the matter to 
understand what Peter and the other disciples meant by these terms. 

The word Messiah in this verse is rendered as “Christ” in many English 
Bible translations. The term Christ is, in fact, a transliteration—a letter-for-
letter equivalence—of the Greek word that New Testament writers used 
to translate the Hebrew title “Messiah,” meaning “anointed one.” Matthew 
16:16 represents the first occasion in Matthew’s Gospel when someone 
spoke the title in reference to Jesus. Later in the Gospel, both Jesus and 
others used the term in reference to Him (22:42; 23:10; 24:5; 26:63; 27:17). 
In an upcoming session, we will study more about Jesus’ fulfillment of the 
numerous Old Testament prophecies that pointed to the Messiah’s coming 
to rule as King. 

Among the many points that could be made regarding Peter’s confession 
of Jesus as the Son of the living God, consider that the disciples had previously 
spoken of Jesus as “the Son of God” (14:33). What is especially noteworthy 
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in 16:16 is Peter’s confession that Jesus was both the Messiah and God’s 
Son. Moreover, the description of God as the living God drew a stark contrast 
between Jesus and the Heavenly Father on one hand and the lifeless, 
powerless idols of Roman paganism on the other hand.

NEW IDENTITY (Matt. 16:17-20)

Jesus commended Peter’s confession. He called Simon by a new name, Peter, 
and explained that He would establish an eternal body of believers, the 
church. Those who made up the church would share Peter’s declaration.

VERSE 17

Jesus responded, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, because 
flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but my Father in heaven. 
Jesus had made great use of the term blessed in the Sermon on the Mount, 
especially in the Beatitudes (Matt. 5:3-10). The biblical concept of blessedness 
involves much more than we usually attach to the word “happy” (in the sense 
of pleasant external circumstances). It carries the sense of divine favor and 
spiritual well-being, of being highly approved by God. Thus, by pronouncing 
Peter blessed, Jesus was not granting him an additional benefit but rather 
was declaring that Peter was already in a position of privilege that befitted 
one who had received revelation from God.

Simon (a shortened form of Simeon), was Peter’s birth name given to him 
by his father Jonah (“Barjona,” KJV, meaning “son of Jonah”). Jesus used 
Peter’s birth name and family heritage for a specific reason. He wanted the 
disciples to know that a true understanding of His nature and messianic 
mission could not be gained from flesh and blood—that is, from earthly 
human resources. Instead, Peter’s confession of truth about Jesus had come 
by means of revelation from the Father in heaven. The apostle Paul later 
described this process of divinely revealed understanding as the Holy Spirit 
“explaining spiritual things to spiritual people” (1 Cor. 2:13). 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the section “The Old Testament and Early Jewish Background” in the 
article titled “Messiah” on pages 1111-1116 in the Holman Illustrated Bible 
Dictionary. What does it mean to you that Jesus is the Messiah (or Christ) 
whose coming was promised in the Old Testament? What does it mean to 
you that Jesus is “the Son of the living God”? 
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VERSE 18

And I also say to you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will 
build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overpower it. 
Jesus acknowledged Simon’s significant spiritual growth, calling the disciple 
by the nickname He had bestowed on Simon early on: Peter. (See John 1:42, 
where the Aramaic name “Cephas” [SEE fuhs] is equivalent to the Greek name 
“Peter,” both of which mean “rock.”) Simon Peter was beginning to live up to 
his new name and to the transformed character Jesus foresaw in him. 

The meaning of Jesus’ words on this rock I will build my church has 
been debated throughout Christian history. Three major interpretations can 
be summarized as follows: 

1. The phrase this rock refers to Jesus. He is the foundation on which the 
church stands. Supporters of this view point out that the name Peter (Greek, 
petros) typically refers to a rock of movable size whereas the form Jesus used 
in the phrase on this rock (Greek, petra) could refer to a slab of bedrock.

2. This rock refers to Peter’s confession—the revealed truth that Jesus is the 
Messiah and Son of God. In this view, the existence of the church stands on 
the faith-confession that Jesus is Savior and Lord. Wherever human beings 
come together and acknowledge who Jesus truly is, there is His church.

3. The phrase this rock refers to Peter. In this view, Jesus was declaring that 
Peter would become a key leader in the early church. Peter had embraced the 
God-given truth that Christ’s followers would soon be commissioned to take 
to the world. Paul would later describe the body of Christ as being “built on 
the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as 
the cornerstone” (Eph. 2:20). Those who hold this view must be careful not 
to elevate Peter’s authority in the early church above the other apostles. Peter 
was one among the apostles, as the Ephesians text makes clear. 

The Greek word rendered church appears only twice in Matthew’s Gospel 
(not at all in the other three Gospels)—here in 16:18 and in 18:17, where 
Jesus instructed His disciples on a process of discipline and reconciliation 
within a congregation. The term literally means “called-out ones,” “assembly,” 
or “called-out community.” Its use by Jesus at Caesarea Philippi is evidence 
that He meant to establish an ongoing, reproducing body of followers that 
would endure. Not even powerful opposition from death (the gates of 
Hades) or the devil would be able to overpower what Christ established. 

VERSE 19

I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever 
you bind on earth will have been bound in heaven, and whatever 
you loose on earth will have been loosed in heaven.” 
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The phrase keys of the kingdom of heaven refers to granting entrance 
into God’s kingdom, just as a key grants entrance to a locked door, or gate. 
How does this happen? It happens as Christ’s followers proclaim the gospel 
to others. Wherever the good news is declared—including the truth that 
Jesus is the Messiah and Son of God—and people respond with repentance 
and faith in Jesus, those individuals enter the “gate” (John 10:9) of God’s 
kingdom and are assured of eternal life. Historically, Peter and the other 
apostles (including Paul) were the first to do so. Since then, multitudes of 
gospel proclaimers have led countless numbers of people into the kingdom.

The meanings of the phrases whatever you bind and whatever you 
loose also have been much debated throughout church history. Some of 
the debate centers on the fact that all instances of the pronoun you in this 
verse are singular, suggesting that Jesus gave this charge to Peter alone. 
However, in the only other passage in Matthew in which Jesus spoke about 
the church, He repeated the saying about binding and loosing but used the 
plural form of the pronoun (18:18). Thus, all the apostles, and by extension 
all gospel proclaimers, are privileged to participate with God in His sovereign 
kingdom’s work of binding and loosing people according to their responses to 
Jesus, the Messiah and Son of God.

VERSE 20

Then he gave the disciples orders to tell no one that he was the 
Messiah. 
Jesus knew the time was not right and His disciples were not ready to begin 
proclaiming publicly that He was the Messiah. People who knew of Jesus’ 
teaching and healing ministry might agree that He was a prophet (16:14), 
but their strong expectation concerning the Messiah was that He would be 
a political and military conqueror. Not even Jesus’ disciples anticipated a 
suffering Messiah (see 16:21-22). Only after Jesus went through the agonies 
of suffering and death—followed by His resurrection—would His followers 
fully understand and be ready to proclaim Jesus as the Messiah.

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read Isaiah 53. Take note of places where the passage reveals that the 
Lord’s Servant (that is, the Messiah) would suffer and die as a sacrifice for 
others. Why do you think first-century Jews by and large did not expect the 
Messiah to suffer? What are some of today’s misplaced ideas about Christ 
that you have heard? 
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CROSS IDENTITY (Matt. 16:21-28)

Jesus informed the disciples that He would suffer and be killed at the hands 
of the Jewish leaders, yet He would be resurrected. Further, He taught that 
following Him as a disciple was a costly commitment with eternal rewards.

VERSE 21

From then on Jesus began to point out to his disciples that it was 
necessary for him to go to Jerusalem and suffer many things 
from the elders, chief priests, and scribes, be killed, and be raised 
the third day.  
Once the disciples affirmed His true identity, Jesus began teaching them 
about the nature of His mission. As the Messiah, He was destined (it was 
necessary) to suffer at the hands of the Jewish leaders and then be executed. 
This is the first of three clear predictions Jesus made of His upcoming 
suffering (see also 17:22-23; 20:17-19). On all three occasions, Jesus also 
predicted that He would be raised the third day. He knew that His mission 
“to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10) included walking the pathway of 
suffering and death. His atoning death, however, would be vindicated by His 
resurrection, opening the way for salvation by grace through faith in Him. 

VERSE 22

Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, “Oh no, Lord! This 
will never happen to you!” 
Shocked by Jesus’ prediction of suffering and death, Peter engaged Jesus 
in a private conversation and began to rebuke his Master. Peter’s behavior 
revealed that he (and no doubt the other disciples) were offended by the idea 
of a suffering Messiah. In Peter’s view, unjust suffering and death would 
never happen to the Messiah. And since Jesus was the Messiah, these 
things surely would not happen to Him. 

VERSE 23

Jesus turned and told Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are 
a hindrance to me because you’re not thinking about God’s 
concerns but human concerns.”
Jesus’ stern response to Peter’s rebuke was both physical and verbal. First, 
Jesus turned. This could mean either that Jesus turned to confront Peter 
face-to-face or turned His back on Peter as He spoke the words get behind 
me, Satan. Either way, it was a devastating response. Jesus had previously 
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described Peter as “blessed” and as having rock-like qualities. What a contrast 
for Peter to now hear Jesus call him Satan and describe him as a hindrance! 
Jesus was not saying that Peter was demon-possessed but rather that he was 
serving unwittingly as the mouthpiece of the devil. 

The Greek term translated hindrance also can be rendered “offense,” 
“scandal,” or “stumbling block.” The term literally described a stone or some 
similar object in a roadway that could cause an unwary traveler to stumble. 
Peter, the “rock” of genuine faith, had suddenly become a potential stumbling 
stone for Jesus, promoting human concerns over God’s revealed will. 

VERSE 24

Then Jesus said to his disciples, “If anyone wants to follow after 
me, let him deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me. 
In 10:38, Jesus had spoken about the seriousness of committing to follow 
Him. Here in 16:24, He returned to this subject with additional explanation. 
For someone to take up his cross referred literally to death by crucifixion. 
Since few (but some) Christians have faced or will face such a death in the 
literal sense, Jesus likely was using this phrase with the broader meaning 
of submitting completely to the will of God, no matter how difficult this 
becomes. Every believer can and should keep that commitment. 

With the phrase let him deny himself, Jesus was providing a parallel 
explanation of what it means to take up one’s cross. Self-denial is not self-
abuse or a lack of self-esteem. Rather, it means putting God and His kingdom 
first—even over personal desires. A follower of Jesus lives to reflect God’s 
priorities in relationships, in the use of wealth, and in all aspects of behavior. 

VERSES 25-27

For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses 
his life because of me will find it. For what will it benefit someone 
if he gains the whole world yet loses his life? Or what will anyone 
give in exchange for his life? For the Son of Man is going to come 
with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will reward 
each according to what he has done. 
Jesus provided three reasons (each reason introduced by the word for) as 
to why He requires His followers to deny self and put priority on God and 
His kingdom. First, putting self first—thus trying to save one’s own life—is 
the surest way to lose it. Those who live purely for self lose everything at the 
moment of bodily death. Conversely, when a follower of Christ loses his or her 
physical life, even as a martyr, that believer is guaranteed to find eternal life.
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Second, putting priority on acquiring the things of this world is to make the 
most foolish, tragic choice imaginable. Jesus posed two rhetorical questions 
to help His disciples think beyond the temporal to the eternal: What will it 
benefit someone to gain this world’s wealth, power, and prestige yet lose it 
all at physical death? The obvious answer is no benefit. Likewise, what will 
anyone give in exchange for his life? The implied answer to this question 
is equally clear: nothing. No exchange is possible for the one who has made 
a priority of this world.

A third reason to deny self and put the things of God first concerns the 
certainty of coming judgment. On God’s schedule, Jesus Christ will return 
in judgment. He will reward each [individual] according to what he has 
done. The phrase what he has done does not mean we are saved by our works. 
Rather, it means the criterion that determines whether someone is rewarded 
with eternal life or eternal loss (death) is whether the individual followed 
Christ, denied self, and took up his or her cross. 

VERSE 28

Truly I tell you, there are some standing here who will not taste 
death until they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom.” 
Was Jesus predicting in this verse that some of His original disciples 
(some standing here) would still be alive to witness His second coming? 
No. Since all of the apostles have died, Jesus must have meant something 
else by the phrase see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom. The three 
most likely interpretations of the phrase are: (1) Jesus was referring to His  
transfiguration, an event that Peter, James, and John witnessed soon after 
the gathering in Caesarea Philippi (see Matt. 17:1-5); (2) Jesus had in mind 
His upcoming resurrection and ascension to the right hand of God; (3) Jesus 
was referring to the upcoming events on the Day of Pentecost, including the 
rapid advance of the gospel message of the kingdom.

In conclusion, consider the implications of this session for our lives today. 
First, regardless of what others may think, Jesus is the promised Messiah 
and the only Son of God. Second, Jesus’ purposes are being brought about 
through His church. Third, Jesus requires those who believe in Him as 
Messiah to live in wholehearted submission and obedience to Him.

EXPLORE FURTHER
If someone were to ask you who Jesus is, what would you say? What 
things tend to compete for your allegiance to Jesus Christ? What would it 
mean practically for you to deny self and take up your cross? 
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Is Jesus Fully 
God?
As the Son, Jesus reveals God’s glory to humanity.

We see them in today’s fantasy novels and movies. Ancient Greek mythology 
was filled with them too. “Them” refers to imaginary half-and-half creatures—
creatures such as the faun (half human, half goat), the centaur (half human, 
half horse), and the minotaur (half human, half bull). Equally fantastic 
creatures arising out of the human imagination past and present are beings 
known as demigods. In pagan mythology, demigods were considered to be 
partly but not fully divine. A demigod could be either the offspring of a union 
between a god and a human or a noble human (a ruler, for example) who was 
raised to semidivine rank by the gods.  

In stark contrast to Greek mythology’s presentation of strange, half-and-
half beings, Christianity confesses that Jesus Christ is both fully God and 
fully human. When Jesus asked His disciples the question “Who do you say 
that I am?” (Matt. 16:15), Peter answered for all that Jesus was (and is) both 
the promised Messiah and God’s Son (16:16). Jesus in turn assured Peter 
that God the Father had revealed this amazing truth to him. Later events 
demonstrated that Peter and the other followers of Christ struggled to fully 
comprehend the implications of Peter’s confession. Indeed, believers in the 
first few centuries after Christ’s resurrection wrestled often with challenges 
and controversies concerning the nature of Christ (not to mention questions 
about the nature of the Trinity, one God in three Persons). By the fourth 
century A.D., however, Christians had hammered out and written down 
biblically based statements of faith—creeds—that expressed firmly who 
Jesus Christ is. He is not half and half, but fully God and fully human. 

In this session, we will focus on one of the great events recorded in 
Matthew’s Gospel that helps us understand Jesus’ unique nature as both 
divine and human. This event was Jesus’ transfiguration, witnessed by Peter, 
James, and John. We will see that this event dramatically showed Jesus to 
be fully the Son of God, the One who reveals His Father’s glory.

Session 2 > Matthew 17:1-13
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 17:1–18:35

Matthew positioned Peter’s confession of Jesus as Messiah and Son of the 
living God as a central event in his Gospel account (16:13-20). Following the 
event, Jesus immediately began to teach the disciples about His ultimate 
mission in the world: He—the Teacher, Healer, Messiah, and Son of God—
would suffer many things and be killed, yet He would be resurrected on the 
third day. He further taught that His followers must be prepared to take up 
the cross too, denying self and submitting themselves fully to God’s way. 
Such faith would be rewarded with life that could never be lost (16:21-28). 

Following the account of Peter’s confession about Jesus, Matthew 
reported an equally pivotal event that revealed much about Jesus’ divine 
nature and purpose: the transfiguration (17:1-13). According to Matthew, the 
transfiguration took place “on a high mountain” (17:1) and was witnessed by 
three disciples Jesus took with Him up the mountain. Although the event’s 
timing is difficult to know for certain, it likely happened in the summer 
before Jesus’ crucifixion the following spring. A number of Christian groups 
to this day celebrate “Transfiguration Day” in early August. 

The subsequent events reported in Matthew 17–18 show Jesus continuing 
to predict His death and resurrection. He wanted to prepare His disciples for 
continuing the gospel mission after His resurrection and ascension, when 
He would no longer be physically present with them but would live in them 
through the Spirit. Note the following events in Matthew 17:

• Jesus teaches the importance of faith in the context of power over a 
demon (17:14-21).

• Jesus again predicts His death and resurrection (17:22-23).
• Jesus teaches Peter about his responsibility not to offend unnecessarily 

against customary rules such as payment of taxes (17:24-27).
Chapter 18 functions as the fourth of Jesus’ five teaching discourses 

in Matthew’s Gospel (see “Outline of Matthew”). This discourse’s theme is 
the character of Jesus’ disciples. Jesus emphasized two character traits in 
particular: humility and forgiveness. The chapter can be outlined as follows: 

• Jesus teaches the importance of humility (18:1-9).
• Jesus tells the parable of the lost sheep, which further illustrates the 

importance of humility (18:10-14).
• Jesus explains the importance of forgiveness in Christian relationships 

(18:15-20).
• Jesus tells the parable of the unforgiving slave, which further illustrates 

the importance of forgiveness (18:21-35).
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
PRESENCE (Matt. 17:1-6)

Jesus took three disciples with Him to a mountain where they witnessed 
His transfiguration. Moses and Elijah appeared in the vision and talked 
with Jesus. In addition, the disciples heard a voice from a cloud stating the 
Heavenly Father’s love for and delight in His Son.

VERSE 1

After six days Jesus took Peter, James, and his brother John and 
led them up on a high mountain by themselves. 
The phrase after six days logically means this event occurred about a week 
after Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi. The two events served as a 
spiritual high point of Jesus’ ministry, falling approximately midway between 
His baptism and His death. However, Matthew also may have wanted to relate 
the timing of the two events with the six days the cloud of the Lord’s glory 
hovered on Mount Sinai before Moses received the law (Ex. 24:16).

Which high mountain was the site of the transfiguration? The text does 
not specify, but Bible scholars have suggested several possible mountains. 
One suggestion is Mount Hermon, a rugged, snow-capped peak rising 
more than 9,000 feet above sea level. It is located about 15 miles northeast 
of ancient Caesarea Philippi and best fits the description of being a high 
mountain. However, if Jesus and His disciples had returned to Galilee during 
the six days mentioned in Matthew 17:1, then Mount Tabor would have been 
a more likely choice. Located six miles east of Nazareth, Mount Tabor rises 
like a camel’s hump out of the Jezreel Valley to a height of nearly 1,900 feet.  

Peter, James, and his brother John have been called an “inner circle” 
among Jesus’ disciples. Jesus selected these three disciples to witness several 
key events, including the raising of Jairus’s daughter (Mark 5:22-24,37), the 
transfiguration, and Jesus’ agony in prayer in Gethsemane (Matt. 26:37). 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Observe the map of “The Ministry of Jesus Beyond Galilee” on page 908 
in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary. Identify the locations of Mount 
Hermon and Mount Tabor. What other mountains in Scripture were 
known as places where humans encountered the divine? As a believer, 
what does the phrase “mountaintop experience” mean to you? 
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VERSE 2

He was transfigured in front of them, and his face shone like the 
sun; his clothes became as white as the light. 
The Greek term translated transfigured has been adopted into modern 
English in the word metamorphosis, meaning “a change of physical form, 
structure, or substance.” Teachers commonly use the English term to 
describe the biological process by which a caterpillar becomes a butterfly. 
What happened to Jesus, however, was no ordinary, natural process but an 
instantaneous, supernatural change. Matthew described two phenomena 
that occurred: (1) Jesus’ face shone like the sun, and (2) His clothes 
became as white as the light. These phenomena were nothing less than 
evidence of the glory of God fully on display in Jesus.

According to Paul, when the Son of God took on humanity, He “emptied 
himself by assuming the form of a servant, taking on the likeness of humanity” 
(Phil. 2:7). Jesus did not in any way cease to be fully God after taking on 
full human nature, yet His divine glory was cloaked, as it were—hidden 
from view just as the prophet Isaiah had foretold (Isa. 53:2) and as Jesus 
acknowledged in His high priestly prayer (John 17:5). At the transfiguration 
event, the veiling of God’s glory in Jesus was lifted temporarily so that the 
three apostles could witness His astonishing splendor. After the resurrection, 
the apostle John had an additional vision of the divine glory in the Son on 
the island of Patmos (see Rev. 1:12-16, especially 1:16; compare Heb. 1:3).

VERSE 3

Suddenly, Moses and Elijah appeared to them, talking with him. 
In Jesus’ day, the Old Testament Scriptures were sometimes referred to as 
“the Law and the Prophets” (Matt. 22:40). Two names were representative of 
these two great periods (and types) of divine revelation: Moses and Elijah. 
Moses had received the tablets of God’s law for Israel on Mount Sinai (Ex. 
24:12). In his day, Elijah had stood against the worshipers of false gods as 
a faithful proclaimer of the prophetic “word of the Lord” (1 Kings 18:1,20-
39). Further, Moses and Elijah both experienced rejection and suffering in 
their ministries. Their appearance with Jesus at the transfiguration may 
have been intended to foreshadow the greater rejection and suffering that 
lay ahead for the Messiah.

How did the apostles identify who these two figures were? The text does 
not say, but perhaps Jesus spoke the names aloud during their conversation; 
Moses and Elijah were, after all, talking with him. What were the three  
talking about? Luke 9:31 states that the trio talked about Jesus’ coming 
death. (Luke used a Greek term for death that literally means “exodus.”) 
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VERSE 4

Then Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it’s good for us to be here. I will 
set up three shelters here: one for you, one for Moses, and one 
for Elijah.” 
Peter reveled in the splendor of the moment. It was literally and spiritually 
a mountaintop experience for him, and Peter didn’t want it to end. The 
declaration it’s good for us to be here reflected Peter’s excitement at seeing 
two great heroes of Israelite faith, as well as seeing Jesus as he’d never seen 
Him before. The best way Peter could think of to sustain the moment was for 
him to set up three shelters (“make … three tabernacles,” KJV; “make three 
tents,” ESV), one for each of the heroes. Based on this verse’s wording in 
different ancient Greek manuscripts, some Bible translations preface Peter’s 
offer to construct temporary shelters with the phrase “if you [meaning Jesus] 
wish” (ESV, NIV). Interestingly, the account of this event in Luke’s Gospel 
reveals that Peter didn’t know what he was saying (Luke 9:33). In other 
words, this was another instance in which Peter blurted out his thoughts 
before understanding a situation (see Matt. 16:22). Jesus had no wish for any 
temporary structures to be built; thus, He ignored Peter’s words. 

VERSE 5

While he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud covered 
them, and a voice from the cloud said: “This is my beloved Son, 
with whom I am well-pleased. Listen to him!” 
As all of us do at times, Peter was talking when he should have been quietly 
observing and listening. The sudden appearance of a bright cloud that 
covered (“overshadowed,” KJV, ESV) the group was reminiscent of the Lord 
God’s self-manifestations in Old Testament times (Ex. 40:34; 1 Kings 8:10-
11; Ezek. 10:4). Israel’s covenant God would join in this unique occasion 
when His Son—God in human flesh—was revealed in glory.

God the Father made the same declaration at Jesus’ transfiguration that 
He had made at Jesus’ baptism, with one added feature (see Matt. 3:17):

• The words This is my beloved Son affirm Jesus’ divine nature (fully 
God) as well as His position of honor (much loved). God the Father and God 
the Son (as well as the Holy Spirit) exist in an eternal relationship of perfect 
love. Some Bible students also connect this part of the Father’s declaration 
with Psalm 2:7, a royal psalm with messianic overtones.

• The phrase with whom I am well-pleased affirms the Son’s mission. 
Jesus’ baptism was the right way for Christ to begin His public ministry, and 
the Father affirmed as much. At Caesarea Philippi, Jesus had begun to focus 
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His disciples’ attention on the culmination of His mission: His suffering, 
death, and resurrection (Matt. 16:21). The Heavenly Father expressed His 
approval of all that Jesus was doing. Some Bible students connect this part 
of God’s declaration with Isaiah 42:1, also an Old Testament passage with 
messianic meaning.

• The feature added here to the baptism declaration was a divine command 
for the disciples to listen to Jesus. Peter and the other disciples (of all 
generations) needed to quit trying to instruct Jesus in His mission and to 
start following Him in obedience. Further, this closing command pointed to a 
messianic prophecy in Deuteronomy 18:15 that predicted the rise of a prophet 
to whom the people must listen. If Moses was a faithful spokesman for God 
who was to be heeded, how much more was Jesus, God’s Son, to be listened to 
(see Heb. 3:5-6)! If Elijah the prophet faithfully declared the word of the Lord, 
how much greater was Jesus, “the Word [who] became flesh and dwelt among 
us” (John 1:14)! The source and fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets was 
none other than Jesus Christ. As the writer of Hebrews put it: “Long ago God 
spoke to the fathers by the prophets at different times and in different ways. 
In these last days, he has spoken to us by his Son” (Heb. 1:1-2a). 

VERSE 6

When the disciples heard this, they fell facedown and were 
terrified. 
When humans unmistakably encounter God’s presence, the proper response 
is worship and fear. Peter, James, and John now responded appropriately.  
They fell facedown, an act of submission and worship. They also were 
terrified (“sore afraid,” KJV). Their fear probably went beyond religious awe; 
they were in overwhelming circumstances. 

PURPOSE (Matt. 17:7-9)

Jesus calmed His disciples’ fears. Then He asked Peter, James, and John to 
keep this event private until after His resurrection.

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Transfiguration” on pages 1612-1613 in the 
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary. How would you describe the 
transfiguration’s impact on Jesus? On the three disciples? When have 
you felt overwhelmed by the Lord’s presence in worship?
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VERSE 7

Jesus came up, touched them, and said, “Get up; don’t be afraid.” 
In their terror, the disciples may have thought they were going to die. Of 
course, this event was not meant to harm them but rather to prepare them 
for what Jesus was about to face in Jerusalem. Thus, Jesus acted to calm 
them. First, He touched them. The disciples previously had seen Jesus 
touch the sick and give healing. His touch now gave the disciples peace. 

Second, Jesus encouraged them with words of purpose and assurance. 
The command to get up (“arise,” KJV; “rise,” ESV) implied that it was time 
to return to the mission. Their awe-inspiring experience on the mountain 
was timely and thrilling but not meant to halt everyday life. Rather, it was 
meant to inform and fortify them for the future. Thus, Jesus encouraged the 
disciples not to fear. 

As Christ’s followers today, we do not literally feel His touch or hear 
His audible words of assurance as the three disciples did in their day. This 
doesn’t mean, however, that He doesn’t assure us of His presence and peace. 
We experience His calming touch through the indwelling Holy Spirit, in the 
Scriptures, in worship, and amid the fellowship of other believers. 

VERSE 8

When they looked up they saw no one except Jesus alone. 
The moment passed. The glorious splendor faded. Moses and Elijah were 
nowhere to be seen. Jesus alone remained there with His disciples. The 
Greek word rendered alone (“only,” KJV, ESV) comes at the end of the sentence 
for emphasis. The disciples needed to understand that Jesus—and only 
Jesus—was sufficient to meet their deepest need. God’s redemptive plan had 
included the law and the prophets, but those were merely a foreshadowing of 
the new and better covenant in Jesus alone (see Heb. 9:11-15).

VERSE 9

As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus commanded 
them, “Don’t tell anyone about the vision until the Son of Man is 
raised from the dead.” 
Several times prior to this event, Jesus had instructed His disciples or others 
not to reveal publicly what He had done (Matt. 8:3-4; 9:29-30; 12:15-16). Bible 
scholars sometimes refer to this unusual command as “the messianic secret.” 
He did not want people to be confused about Him or His mission because of 
their misplaced expectations about the Messiah. Of course, Jesus affirmed 
Peter’s confession of Him as the Messiah at Caesarea Philippi (16:16-17). 
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Nevertheless, He followed up that affirmation by ordering His disciples “to 
tell no one that he was the Messiah” (16:20).  

On one hand, Jesus’ command for the three disciples not to tell anyone 
about the vision was to keep them from misstating or misusing what they 
had been privileged to experience. On the other hand, Jesus’ further words 
until the Son of Man is raised from the dead meant that Peter, James, 
and John would be better able to understand and explain the transfiguration 
after Jesus’ resurrection. Thus, one important purpose of the transfiguration 
was for the Heavenly Father to reveal to representative disciples the unveiled 
glory of the Messiah. This would assure the disciples of God’s enduring power 
and presence in the unsettling days ahead.

Believers today obviously do not experience the same spectacular display 
of Jesus’ glory that the three disciples witnessed in their day. Yet the Lord 
does sometimes give His people extraordinary spiritual experiences. We 
cannot demand them or predict them—just as Peter could never have 
imagined ahead of time what was going to happen to him that day (see 2 Pet. 
1:16-18). Yet when God’s glory is displayed today, we are right to be grateful. 
Such experiences can sustain us during hard times, but they will not do away 
with suffering and difficult experiences.

PERSPECTIVE (Matt. 17:10-13)

Jesus explained that the Old Testament prophecies about Elijah as the 
Messiah’s forerunner were fulfilled by John the Baptist. Jesus again taught 
His disciples about His coming suffering.

VERSE 10

So the disciples asked him, “Why then do the scribes say that 
Elijah must come first?” 
Peter, James, and John had a lot to process as they walked down the mountain. 
They had seen and heard things they could barely contain. Yet Jesus had told 
them to keep quiet about those matters for the time being. Perhaps their 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Messianic Secret” on page 1116 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary. What were Jesus’ reasons for asking people 
not to tell who He was at the time? Do you think it is ever appropriate 
not to tell people today who Jesus is? Why or why not? 
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train of thought went something like this: “Our scribes (experts in the 
Scriptures) interpret prophecies such as Malachi 4:5 to mean that Elijah 
must come before the Messiah appears and carries out God’s great Day of the 
Lord (judgment on His enemies and deliverance for His people). We believe 
Jesus is the Messiah. Further, we just saw Elijah (and Moses) speaking with 
Jesus. Why would Jesus want His followers to stay quiet about His being the 
Messiah? We should be shouting it from the rooftops!” 

VERSES 11-12

“Elijah is coming and will restore everything,” he replied. “But I 
tell you: Elijah has already come, and they didn’t recognize him. 
On the contrary, they did whatever they pleased to him. In the 
same way the Son of Man is going to suffer at their hands.”
Another factor involved in the disciples’ confusion was their expectation, based 
on Malachi 4:6, that Elijah would bring restoration with his reappearance on 
the earth, turning “the hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of 
children to their fathers.” In fact, Jesus affirmed the disciples’ expectation 
about Elijah’s ministry. The question for the disciples, however, was whether 
Elijah as the restorer could prevent the Messiah’s suffering and death.

The key to understanding Jesus’ affirmation that Elijah [had] already 
come as the restorer is found in the prophecy the angel Gabriel gave John 
the Baptist’s father before John’s birth: “He will turn many of the children 
of Israel to the Lord their God. And he will go before him in the spirit and 
power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of fathers to their children, and the 
disobedient to the understanding of the righteous, to make ready for the 
Lord a prepared people” (Luke 1:16-17). This would be the ministry of John 
the Baptist, reported as the forerunner of Jesus in all four Gospels. In other 
words, John the Baptist would make a beginning of restoration, but he would 
not complete this work. That would happen only through the Messiah—in 
His first coming and, ultimately, in His second coming. 

Thus, Jesus pointed again to John the Baptist as the fulfiller of the 
prophecy concerning Elijah’s reappearance on the earth (see also Matt. 
11:14). But Jesus also said they didn’t recognize him. Who is they in 
Jesus’ statement? Probably He was referring to the Jewish leadership of the 
day. According to Luke 7:29-30, Jesus drew a sharp contrast between the 
ordinary people who recognized and were baptized by John and the Jewish 
leaders who had refused John’s baptism. Further, in another dispute with 
Jesus shortly before they arrested Him in the garden of Gethsemane, the 
Jewish leaders revealed their spiritual blindness in the way they refused to 
acknowledge John’s authority as a prophet of God (Matt. 21:23-27).
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The statement they did whatever they pleased to him points to John’s 
arrest and execution. Strictly speaking, Herod Antipas arrested John and had 
him beheaded (14:3-10). However, the Jewish leaders were complicit in this 
treatment of John. They could have pleaded for John’s release but did not do 
so. The phrase in the same way means that the Messiah’s coming suffering 
would be similar (and worse) to that of “Elijah,” or John the Baptist. In God’s 
plan, the restorer (Elijah/John the Baptist) not only would not prevent the 
Messiah’s rejection, suffering, and death but also would foreshadow those 
events with his own rejection, suffering, and death.

Thus, Jesus again intertwined the themes of suffering, death, and 
resurrection. The disciples did not yet grasp what was about to happen. They 
were still caught up in the popular expectations of a politically strong, ruling 
Messiah rather than a Messiah who was to die on behalf of His people. 

VERSE 13

Then the disciples understood that he had spoken to them about 
John the Baptist.  
As readers of Matthew’s Gospel, we already know that John the Baptist 
was the one who fulfilled the Elijah prophecies (11:14). What is significant 
here is that finally the disciples understood. As Matthew presented his 
account of Jesus’ ministry, he contrasted the times when the disciples were 
slow to understand with the times when they grew in understanding. It was 
always in response to Jesus’ teaching that the disciples grasped a key point 
concerning Jesus’ ministry and mission. So it was in the present situation. 
The disciples finally understood that God’s plan in sending the Messiah was 
on schedule and in the process of being fulfilled.

In conclusion, consider some implications of this study for our lives today. 
First, as the Son of God, Jesus shares fully in God’s glory—yesterday, today, 
and forever. Second, Jesus’ mission can only be understood in light of His 
death and resurrection. Finally, reverence and fear are appropriate responses 
to the reality of God’s glory.

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read Matthew 3:1-12 about the ministry of John the Baptist before he 
baptized Jesus. Then read Jesus’ praise of John in Matthew 11:7-18. How 
do these passages demonstrate Jesus’ perspective that John fulfilled the 
prophecies about the coming of Elijah? How can believers today help 
prepare the way for Christ’s return in glory?
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What Is 
Required?
Jesus offers the gift of eternal life to those willing to follow Him.

Teachers know a thing or two about requirements. I have been a professor in 
Christian higher education for more than 30 years. Several years ago, I took 
on an added responsibility at the school where I teach. I became the program 
director for two upper-level degree programs, one for students pursuing a 
master’s degree and the other for students pursuing a doctorate. In both 
of these programs, students must complete a stated set of requirements 
for the degree they seek. Requirements for the master’s degree are more 
strenuous and focused than what students faced at the undergraduate 
level. Requirements for the doctorate are more rigorous still, including the 
successful writing and defense of a dissertation in one’s field of study. Only 
after students have met all their requirements—academic, financial, and 
otherwise—am I free to certify them as ready to graduate.

When you think about it, we deal with requirements in many, if not 
most, areas of life. We perform our jobs responsibly so that we can receive a 
paycheck (and keep our jobs). We pay our bills on time so that we don’t get 
dunned. We take care of our bodies so that we are more likely to enjoy good 
health. In these and so many other ways, completing a set of requirements 
in the hope of receiving a desired outcome is simply the way life works. It is a 
rare exception when we receive something totally free or undeserved.

Perhaps it shouldn’t be surprising to us, then, that many people have a 
similar belief regarding the way to have a right relationship with God. That 
is, if you meet all the requirements, if you keep all the rules all the time, and 
if you achieve a rigorous program of agreed-on actions, then you will earn 
eternal bliss. That’s the perspective Jesus faced one day when He encountered 
a bright young man who asked Him a very important question. Many people 
are asking the same question today, albeit in various ways: What requirements 
do I have to meet to earn salvation? Jesus’ answer to the young man was (and 
remains) the essence of the gospel, the good news. 

Session 3 > Matthew 19:16-26
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 19:1–20:34

In these two chapters, the Gospel writer penned examples of Jesus’ teaching 
and service to others as He and the disciples made their way from Galilee to 
Jerusalem (19:1). Jesus knew what He was going to do in Jerusalem, yet along 
the way He continued to interact with people—individually, in small groups, 
and in crowds. For example, He took time to talk with some Pharisees who 
wanted only to trick Him with a loaded question about divorce (19:2-12). 

Following the encounter with the Pharisees, Jesus welcomed a group 
of children into His presence to bless them. He used this incident as an 
opportunity to highlight the childlike character of true kingdom citizens 
(19:13-15). The incident was followed by a conversation between Jesus and a 
wealthy young man who had an important, soul-searching question to ask. 
Jesus’ answer to the young man led to a follow-up conversation between 
Jesus and His disciples about true salvation (19:16-30). This passage provides 
the scriptural text for this session. 

In 20:1-16, Jesus delivered a parable about a vineyard owner who paid his 
workers the same wage even though some had worked all day, others for half 
the day, and still others for only one hour. The parable emphasized God’s 
right to provide salvation as a gift based on His grace rather than as a reward 
for human effort. Jesus followed the parable with the third prediction of   
His upcoming suffering, death, and resurrection (20:17-19).

Matthew reported in 20:20-28 on a conversation between Jesus and the 
mother of His disciples James and John. She asked Jesus to let her sons sit 
beside Him in positions of authority in His kingdom. Jesus used the occasion 
to teach His disciples that authority in God’s kingdom comes through 
humble, sacrificial service. Then as He and His disciples departed Jericho 
for Jerusalem, a crowd followed them. Along the way, two blind men sitting 
beside the road cried out for mercy as the group passed by, calling Jesus by 
the messianic title “Son of David.” Jesus had compassion for the two men 
and healed them (20:29-34). 

EXPLORE THE TEXT
STANDARD DEFINED (Matt. 19:16-20)

When a wealthy young man asked Jesus about what good things a person 
must do to gain eternal life, Jesus turned the focus on God and on keeping 
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God’s Commandments. The young man claimed that he had kept all the 
Commandments that Jesus specified. The man wanted to know if there was 
any other requirement that he had not met.

VERSE 16

Just then someone came up and asked him, “Teacher, what good 
must I do to have eternal life?” 
As we begin exploring this conversation between Jesus and a wealthy young 
Jewish man, we would do well to keep in mind Old Testament teachings 
about obeying the law God gave His people at Mount Sinai. We should 
remember that Genesis 15:6 reveals that Abram (Abraham)—at a time before 
the law was given—was credited with righteousness by trusting in the Lord 
(compare Rom. 4:3-5). We should bear in mind also that the Lord delivered 
the Israelites from bondage in Egypt prior to giving them the law. In other 
words, first came salvation by faith (God’s act of redemption), and then came 
the guidelines for living as God’s covenant people (the Commandments). 
Sadly, first-century Judaism, not to mention most human philosophies past 
and present, flip-flopped those two scriptural realities into a hopeless, futile, 
works-based salvation. Finally, we should keep in mind the apostle Paul’s 
teaching in Romans 3:20-26 that the purpose of God’s law from the start 
was to point sinful humanity to our need for a Savior. We are incapable of 
gaining salvation if it is based our own merit or good works. 

The someone who approached Jesus with a question about salvation 
often is referred to as the rich young ruler. Matthew 19:22 notes that the 
man was “young” and “had many possessions.” In a parallel account of the 
event, Luke 18:18 calls the man a “ruler,” a term that may suggest he was a 
local synagogue official. This suggestion is given further support by the fact 
that he addressed Jesus with the polite, though inadequate, title Teacher 
(“Good Master,” KJV). 

The man’s question to Jesus, what good must I do to have eternal life, 
seems to be sincere, especially in contrast to the question posed by some 
Pharisees to test Jesus (see Matt. 19:3). The young man evidently had been 
thinking deeply about the meaning of eternal life. In Matthew’s Gospel, this 
term appears only three times (see also 19:29; 25:46); it is synonymous with 
the concepts of salvation and entering the kingdom of heaven. 

Everything in this young man’s Jewish religious tradition and perhaps in 
his life experience thus far—youthful confidence, material wealth, leadership 
authority—pointed to a belief that people must do good works to achieve 
salvation in the life to come. Further, the man’s assumption was that he could 
meet all of these requirements if only he could be sure of what they were.
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VERSE 17

“Why do you ask me about what is good?” he said to him. “There 
is only one who is good. If you want to enter into life, keep the 
commandments.” 
Making use of an effective teaching approach, Jesus met the man’s question 
with a question of His own. In Matthew’s account, Jesus appears to be 
probing the young man’s reason for being uncertain about the requirements 
for salvation. Was he dissatisfied with Judaism’s answer of works-based 
salvation? If so, what was going on in his life that raised this uncertainty? 
And why would the young Jewish leader come to Jesus for answers? 

In Mark’s account of this event, the man addressed Jesus not simply 
as “Teacher” but as “Good Teacher” before asking what he must do to gain 
eternal life (Mark 10:17). Thus, Jesus’ reply in Mark’s Gospel—“Why do you 
call me good?”—seems to focus more on why the man saw Jesus as good 
(10:18). Did he recognize in Jesus a glimpse of hope that he had not found in 
his works-based salvation? In any case, both Gospels then show that Jesus 
challenged the man’s understanding of goodness. Jesus reminded him of 
a truth he should already know: there is only one who is good. In other 
words, goodness is not a quality that sinful human beings can generate for 
themselves. Even if that were possible, however, no one could ever do enough 
good things or attain a level of goodness so as to earn eternal life. If the 
young man truly believed that God alone is good, he would have concluded 
that salvation by good works is not possible.

This conclusion, however, begs the question of why Jesus then told the 
young man to keep the commandments if he wanted to enter into life. 
Was this an invitation to keep trying to earn salvation by works? No. The key 
to understanding what Jesus meant here is to recall the Ten Commandments’ 
overall purpose. Jesus later summed up the law in two great commands: (1) 
“Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all 
your mind,” and (2) “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt. 22:37,39). Jesus 
was thus challenging the man to recognize—and admit—that he had not 
kept perfectly even the foremost command in the law.

EXPLORE FURTHER
Compare and constrast this man’s question to Jesus (and Jesus’ answer) 
with the Philippian jailer’s question to Paul (and Paul’s answer) recorded in 
Acts 16:29-32. Were the questioners essentially asking the same question? 
Why or why not? How have you heard people today ask about the reality 
and requirements of eternal life? How did you respond? 
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VERSE 18

“Which ones?” he asked him. Jesus answered: Do not murder; do 
not commit adultery; do not steal; do not bear false witness; 
By the third century A.D., Jewish tradition had identified 613 separate 
commands in the Torah, or Mosaic law. Further efforts were made to 
categorize these commands as to their types, weightiness, and application. 
Such discussions among Jewish leaders already were taking place in the time 
of Matthew’s Gospel (see 22:35-36). Thus, the young man was serious in 
asking Jesus to specify which ones of the Commandments he must keep.

Jesus answered with a representative list of commands from the second 
part of the Ten Commandments and then with a statement of what He later 
would identify as the second of the greatest commands (22:39). We will 
explore each of these commands as ways that believers can express their 
loving trust in God.

Do not murder is the Sixth Commandment (Ex. 20:13). Every human 
life is precious because it bears the image of God. To commit murder is to put 
oneself in the place of God—destroying a life that God made and that God 
alone has the right to end. One who commits murder disdains God rather 
than shows trust in Him, even in the face of injustice. Jesus clarified the 
issue of murder in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:21-26).

Do not commit adultery is the Seventh Commandment (Ex. 20:14). To 
commit adultery is to violate what God’s Word declares about the nature of 
marriage before sin entered the world: “they become one flesh” (Gen. 2:24). 
Jesus explicitly reaffirmed this truth in Matthew 19:5-6, with the added 
declaration, “what God has joined together, let no one separate.” Adultery 
disrespects God rather than respects His intention for the permanence of 
marriage. Keeping one’s marriage pure shows trust in God’s provision of the 
good gift of marriage. Jesus further clarified this issue also in the Sermon 
on the Mount (5:27-32).

Do not steal is the Eighth Commandment (Ex. 20:15). To steal is to deny 
that we as humans are merely stewards of the resources we have. As those 
merely passing through earthly existence, we do not truly possess anything: 
“The earth and everything in it … belong to the Lord” (Ps. 24:1). If we steal, 
we disrespect God as the owner of all things; further, we disrespect the ones 
from whom we steal, for they too are God’s stewards and are made in His 
image. When we refrain from stealing, we express trust in God that His 
provision for our needs is sufficient. 

Do not bear false witness is the Ninth Commandment (Ex. 20:16). God 
is the God of truth. When we lie, we show disdain for our Creator, who cannot 
lie. When we bear false witness against another, whether in a legal setting or 
informally, we disdain an individual made in God’s image. Jesus clarified this 
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issue further in the Sermon on the Mount as well, focusing on His followers’ 
telling the truth at all times rather than depending on oaths (5:33-37). 
Telling the truth shows our respect for the God of truth, whom we claim to 
love and trust.

VERSE 19

honor your father and your mother; and love your neighbor as 
yourself. 
Honor your father and your mother is the Fifth Commandment (Ex. 
20:12). When we refuse to honor our parents, we tell God that He made a 
mistake in giving us the parents we have. Parents are not perfect, but they 
deserve to be respected. Jesus clarified an important aspect of this command 
when He confronted some Pharisees about refusing to honor their parents 
(Matt. 15:1-10). Showing appropriate respect for our parents is an important 
way of honoring the God who gave them to us.

Love your neighbor as yourself is stated in Leviticus 19:18. Jesus later 
referred to this as the second of the two great commandments (Matt. 22:39). 
Our neighbors are made in the image of God (whom we cannot see). When 
we rightly love our neighbors (whom we can see), we are also expressing love 
for God. 

VERSE 20

“I have kept all these,” the young man told him. “What do I 
still lack?” 
In the young man’s view, he had kept all these commands that Jesus listed.  
He may have intended to imply that he had obeyed all of the law. In any 
case, his claim reflected a superficial understanding of obedience as an 
external matter only, open to observation. Such a view was contrary to Jesus’ 
teaching in the Sermon on the Mount that God’s laws involve heart attitudes 
as well as observable actions (see Matt. 5:21-22,27-28). Further, the young 
man admitted that, although he had diligently kept the law since his youth 
(see Mark 10:20), he was still missing something. Jesus was about to expose 
the man’s heart and show him that he had made an idol of possessions. His 
heart was in need of gospel transformation.

IMPOSSIBLE TO KEEP (Matt. 19:21-22)

Jesus called on the young man to sell his possessions, give the proceeds to 
the poor, and follow Jesus. The man refused to obey Christ and went away 
dejected, because he had many possessions. 
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VERSE 21

“If you want to be perfect,” Jesus said to him, “go, sell your 
belongings and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in 
heaven. Then come, follow me.” 
Jesus diverted the man’s attention away from external conformity to the 
law. He wanted the man to think about the spiritual condition of his heart. 
The man’s wealth had become his primary basis of personal identity. His 
money was his god. He loved his possessions more than he loved God. Thus, 
he was breaking the First Commandment, not to mention the “greatest” 
commandment to love God with all of his heart, soul, mind, and strength. 

Note that Jesus emphasized the word perfect, a term He had used 
previously in the Sermon on the Mount to describe the believer’s standard 
of righteousness (Matt. 5:48). True righteousness goes beyond legalistic 
conformity to an external standard. All followers of Jesus have been called 
to a higher, internal righteousness, which comes only through a faith 
relationship with God (5:17-20).

Jesus got to the heart of the man’s idolatry problem by issuing three 
interrelated directives: (1) sell your belongings; (2) give to the poor; and 
(3) follow me. With the first two commands, Jesus was asking the man to 
demonstrate that God was more important to him than wealth. Some Bible 
students have pointed out that the man may have realized Jesus did not 
mention the Commandment against coveting in His list of commands. The 
directives Jesus gave in verse 21 were intended to expose idolatry as the 
man’s greatest hindrance to faith. 

The young man may have supported the poor to some extent as part of his 
religious duty. However, Jesus challenged him to give away everything. Jesus 
does not ask all His followers to do this; neither is there any implication here 
that wealth is inherently evil. Rather, for this individual the idolatrous love 
of money was the issue (1 Tim. 6:10). 

Jesus’ command for the man to follow Him is the same invitation to 
discipleship that He issues to everyone. The particulars of following Him may 
differ from one person to the next. However, only those who put treasure 
in heaven above treasure on earth can truly be said to be following Him 
(Matt. 5:18-20). Thus, Jesus was not requiring of the man some higher level 
of discipleship reserved for “supersaints.” Instead, He was inviting the young 
man into the narrow way that He has laid out for all who follow Him (7:13-14).

VERSE 22

When the young man heard that, he went away grieving, because 
he had many possessions. 
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The man did not really grasp Jesus’ point. He expressed no conviction of 
sin and was not ready to give up his worship of wealth. Because he was 
unwilling to have his heart transformed by Jesus, he walked away. He 
wanted wealth in both worlds. When Jesus indicated this was not possible 
for him, he went away grieving. The verb rendered grieving is the same verb 
used for the disciples’ distress at Jesus’ second prediction of His suffering, 
death, and resurrection (17:23). The rich young man was not prepared for the 
cost of following Jesus into self-denial and personal loss—the cost of true 
discipleship. Sadly, this man is never heard from again in Scripture. 

PROVISION TO ACCEPT (Matt. 19:23-26)

In conversation with His disciples, Jesus explained that people are unable to 
save themselves. Salvation comes only through God and His work.

VERSE 23

Jesus said to his disciples, “Truly I tell you, it will be hard for a 
rich person to enter the kingdom of heaven. 
After the young man left, Jesus seized on the opportunity for a teachable 
moment with the Twelve. He often introduced such teaching moments 
with the words truly I tell you (“verily I say unto you,” KJV). The phrase 
emphasized the importance of what followed. It called hearers to listen 
carefully so as not to miss some new and often startling insight.

Jesus declared that wealth hinders many people from entering the 
kingdom of heaven. Wealth can be deceptive; too often it is falsely viewed 
as a sign that all is well in every area of a person’s life. A common perception 
in biblical culture was that great wealth was a sure indication of divine 
blessing. Indeed, some of God’s choice servants in Scripture were incredibly 
rich—people such as Abraham and Solomon. However, the Scriptures also 
warn that riches can fool people into thinking they have no need of God. 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Wealth and Materialism” on pages 1661-1662 in 
the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary. Does a person have to be wealthy 
to make wealth an idol? Why or why not? What are some other things 
(besides wealth) that can become idols for believers today? What would 
be the most difficult thing for you to give away to be a wholly devoted 
follower of Christ?

© 2017 LifeWay



38 E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e

VERSE 24

Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 
needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God.” 
To underscore His startling statement, Jesus used imagery that surely 
flashed an almost laughable word picture in the disciples’ minds. One of 
the largest animals to be seen in everyday life in those days was a camel. 
Conversely, the tiniest hole people were aware of was the eye of a needle. 
Jesus thus wanted His disciples to try to imagine a huge, odd-shaped beast 
attempting to squeeze through the smallest of openings. While the imagery 
was comical, the point was extremely serious. The temptation to idolize 
wealth in this life can make trusting humbly in Jesus Christ for eternal life 
(to enter the kingdom of God) seem almost impossible. 

VERSE 25

When the disciples heard this, they were utterly astonished and 
asked, “Then who can be saved?” 
The disciples could not believe what they had heard! They were utterly 
astonished (“exceedingly amazed,” KJV; “greatly astonished,” ESV, NIV). 
The Greek term rendered utterly means “to a superlative degree.” The disciples’ 
amazement went to an extreme. Why? The thought of great wealth being a 
barrier to salvation and not a sure sign of divine blessing upended some of 
the most settled conventional wisdom of the day. That conventional wisdom 
followed a simple, logical sequence: 

• Major premise: Wealth equals God’s blessing.
• Minor premise: God’s blessing equals salvation.
• Conclusion: The wealthy are saved.
When the disciples realized that Jesus had smashed the logic of their 

conventional wisdom, a devastating implication dawned on them. They 
asked, “Then who can be saved?” By asking this question, the disciples 
showed they still had not fully understood Jesus’ many explanations of 
reality in the kingdom of God. In this case, the reality was that wealth more 
often is a barrier to God’s gift of salvation rather than a sign of it. The word 
rendered saved refers in this context to being delivered from sin and hell.

VERSE 26

Jesus looked at them and said, “With man this is impossible, but 
with God all things are possible.” 
The words Jesus looked at them give an emphasis to what He said next, just 
as the words “truly I tell you” did in verse 23. The solution to the dilemma 
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of wealth as a hindrance is to focus on the power of the One who provides 
righteousness rather than on the inability of the wealthy—or anyone else for 
that matter—to gain eternal life by their own works or wealth.

Jesus’ solemn words with man this is impossible refer first to the 
wealthy. Wealthy people cannot save themselves by their wealth; indeed, their 
wealth often hinders rich people from admitting their need of salvation. Yet 
all people everywhere—whatever their status regarding wealth, influence, 
or education—are in the same condition. No human being by his or her own 
effort can ever gain salvation. This was the point Jesus made to the rich 
young ruler, a truth the man sadly refused to grasp. 

With His next breath, however, Jesus offered a wonderful truth: with 
God all things are possible. In this context, Jesus meant that whereas 
people cannot save themselves by any means, God can save them. Thanks 
be to God, He has taken the initiative in providing a way of salvation for 
sinners! He can regenerate the repentant hearts of the wealthy and make it 
possible for them to serve Him rather than to be enslaved by wealth. That 
being true, God can save anyone who comes to Him by faith in Christ. 

Jesus was applying in a specific context the biblical teaching that God in 
His sovereign kindness can do what it is impossible for human beings to do. 
One instance of this truth appears early in Scripture in Genesis 18:14. There 
God said to Abraham and Sarah, an elderly, childless couple, “Is anything 
impossible for the Lord? At the appointed time I will come back to you, and 
in about a year she will have a son.” Jesus Himself had spoken previously of 
God’s ability to do the impossible through those who have faith in Him: “If 
you have faith the size of a mustard seed … nothing will be impossible for 
you” (Matt. 17:20).

In conclusion, consider the implications of this Bible study for our lives 
today. First, we are to recall that the Old Testament law points to our inability 
to gain salvation by our own works or merit. Second, what a person depends 
on for security reveals what he or she trusts in for salvation. Third, Jesus 
offers salvation as a gift that can only be received by faith and never earned.

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Omnipotence” on pages 1220-1221 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary. Have you ever known anyone to make a 
statement such as “I’m beyond even God’s ability to save”? How would 
you respond to such a statement if given an opportunity? Have you ever 
been in a situation in which you doubted if God could help? What helped 
you overcome your doubt? 
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More Than a 
Prophet?
Jesus fulfilled the prophecies associated with Israel’s 
long-awaited King.

What comes to mind when you hear the words “ticker tape parade”? Perhaps 
you think of the iconic picture of a parade inching along Broadway in New 
York City with confetti raining down on cheering crowds. Since the 1880s, 
ticker tape parades along Broadway have been organized to honor war heroes, 
veterans, pioneers of flight (including astronauts), foreign dignitaries, sports 
champions, and others. Only two religious leaders have ever been so honored. 
The first was Archbishop Makarios, president of Cyprus and head of the 
island nation’s Greek Orthodox church, on June 8, 1962. Then on October 3, 
1979, the city feted John Paul II during his first papal visit to America. 

When Jesus entered the city of Jerusalem with His disciples to begin the 
final week of His life on earth, He too was celebrated in parade-like fashion. 
Crowds of people along the road laid down a carpet of palm branches and 
shouted words of praise and blessing. Many of the people who welcomed 
Jesus that day likely were caught up in the moment. They joined in the 
excitement generated by the crowds, but they really did not know who Jesus 
was. Certainly they did not know what He was about to accomplish. 

In this session we will discover that Jesus revealed Himself that day to be 
Israel’s long-awaited Messiah-King. The Old Testament prophets had foretold 
His coming. Jesus would fulfill all of those prophecies.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 21:1-17

As indicated in the “Introduction to Matthew” (see pp. 6-8), one of the 
themes of Matthew’s Gospel is Jesus’ identity as the promised Messiah-King. 

Session 4 > Matthew 21:1-11
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The Gospel’s opening words are “An account of the genealogy of Jesus Christ 
[that is, the Messiah], the Son of David, the Son of Abraham” (Matt. 1:1). 
At Caesarea Philippi, Peter answered Jesus’ question about His identity 
by declaring, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (16:16). 
Immediately following Peter’s confession, however, Jesus instructed His 
disciples to refrain from announcing that truth publicly at that time. 
Many Jewish people held misguided ideas about the Messiah’s identity and 
mission. Jesus would reveal the truth about Himself at the right time and in 
the right way. That time of public revelation began with Jesus’ royal entrance 
into Jerusalem, initiating the final week of His life on earth in the flesh—the 
“passion week,” or week of suffering. 

The Jewish people had been without a reigning king from David’s line 
since the Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem in the sixth century B.C. To be 
sure, the city and its temple later had been rebuilt, starting with the work of 
Ezra and Nehemiah. Further, when the Romans took control of the Middle 
East, they allowed non-Jewish rulers such as Herod the Great to wear the 
title of king and to enhance the city and temple. Yet these rulers appointed 
by and subservient to Rome were not like Israel’s rulers of old. Still, hope 
for a Messiah-King from David’s line ran strong with the Jewish people, 
who felt—rightly—that they were oppressed. But they were looking for a 
political-military savior, not a suffering servant.

Then there’s the magnitude of the Passover season, the festival that 
celebrated the exodus of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. Jesus chose 
to enter Jerusalem just as the time of the Passover festival approached. 
Hosts of Jewish travelers crowded into the city in the days leading up to this 
most important season of the Jewish calendar. Celebrating the Passover in 
Jerusalem was considered a special delight. What those first-century pilgrims 
did not know then—but we know today—was that their long-awaited 
Messiah-King was entering Jerusalem to become the sacrificial “Lamb of 
God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29; compare 1 Cor. 5:7).

Another important part of the context for this session is biblical prophecy. 
The Scriptures of Jesus’ day (our Old Testament) were filled with predictions 
about what God would do for His people in the future. Many of these 
predictions focused on the coming Messiah-King. The theme of prophetic 
fulfillment looms large in the focal passage for this session.

The context passage for this session also includes the account of Jesus’ 
clearing the temple complex of merchants and money changers. This event 
also was full of symbolic meaning, showing Jesus’ rejection of the corrupt 
temple system of sacrifice and worship. Further, Matthew recorded that 
Jesus healed the sick and received children’s hosannas in the temple courts. 
These events were fulfillments of messianic prophecies as well. 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
THE KING’S PREROGATIVE (Matt. 21:1-5)

Jesus directed His disciples to arrange for a donkey for Him to ride into 
Jerusalem as a king. This had been prophesied by Isaiah and Zechariah.

VERSE 1

When they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage at the 
Mount of Olives, Jesus then sent two disciples, 
Interestingly, this occasion was the only one of Jesus’ visits to Jerusalem 
that Matthew reported in his Gospel. Luke’s Gospel includes Jesus’ visits to 
the city as an infant (Luke 2:22) and later as a twelve-year-old boy (2:41-42). 
John’s Gospel additionally speaks of a previous Passover visit Jesus made 
to Jerusalem early in His ministry (John 2:13), as well as a “secret” visit He 
made to the city at the time of the Feast of Tabernacles, or Booths (7:10,14). 
Clearly, Matthew wanted to emphasize that Jerusalem was the place where 
Jesus’ identity and mission would culminate. Twice since Peter’s confession 
at Caesarea Philippi (Matt. 16:16), Jesus had foretold for His disciples’ 
benefit that His date with destiny lay in Jerusalem (16:21; 20:18). He was 
determined to get there. 

They approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage [BETH fuh jee]. 
Bethphage is mentioned in Scripture only here (and in parallel accounts; see 
Mark 11:1; Luke 19:29). The village lay near Bethany (hometown of Mary 
and Martha, Lazarus’s sisters; see John 11:1) on the slopes of the Mount 
of Olives, a prominent hill dominating the skyline on the eastern side of 
Jerusalem. The steep road that climbed from Jericho to the capital city 
crossed the Mount of Olives near these two villages. Perhaps Jesus and 
His disciples stopped for a brief rest. In any case, He sent two disciples 
(unnamed) ahead with a particular task. The Messiah-King’s entry would be 
a fulfillment of prophecy.

VERSE 2

telling them, “Go into the village ahead of you. At once you will 
find a donkey tied there with her foal. Untie them and bring 
them to me. 
The phrase the village ahead of you (“over against you,” KJV) may refer to 
Bethphage or Bethany, where Jesus had several contacts. Over the next few 
days Jesus returned to Bethany in the evenings (see Matt. 21:17; 26:6). 
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The task Jesus gave His two disciples had everything to do with His 
fulfilling Old Testament prophecies about the Messiah-King. He instructed 
the pair to enter the nearby village and to fetch a donkey tied there with 
her foal. All of the Gospels mention that Jesus intentionally wanted to use 
a young donkey for His entrance into Jerusalem (see Mark 11:2; Luke 19:30; 
John 12:14). Only Matthew included the detail that there were actually two 
animals brought to Jesus, a female donkey and her foal (“a colt,” KJV, ESV). 
Both Mark and Luke specified that the animal Jesus planned to ride had 
never been ridden before—most likely referring to the unbroken colt.

In biblical times, donkeys were valued as highly durable domestic animals. 
A friend of King David’s once gave the king “a pair of saddled donkeys loaded 
with two hundred loaves of bread, one hundred clusters of raisins, one 
hundred bunches of summer fruit, and a clay jar of wine” along with other 
donkeys “for the king’s household to ride” (2 Sam. 16:1,2). Of course, kings 
usually rode war-horses when they led their troops into battle. By selecting 
a donkey as His mount, therefore, Jesus was making a deliberate statement 
against any military or political undertones for His messianic mission in 
Jerusalem at that time. (Note the contrast with the portrayal of Jesus’ riding 
a white war-horse in His end-time mission; see Rev. 19:11-16.)

Two issues come to mind with Jesus’ instruction for the disciples to untie 
the donkeys and bring them to Him. First, either Jesus had prearranged 
with an owner—perhaps one of His friends in Bethany—for the animals 
to be bridled and ready, or this was an example of Jesus’ supernatural 
knowledge. (I prefer the second view.) Second, Jesus may have commandeered 
the animals by utilizing the rights of a king to do so. On the other hand, if 
this was part of a prearranged request as suggested above, then Jesus was 
simply borrowing the animals for His entry into Jerusalem (see Mark 11:3). 
In either case, however, Jesus was exercising His authority as the Messiah-
King, a point emphasized in the next verse. 

VERSE 3

If anyone says anything to you, say that the Lord needs them, and 
he will send them at once.” 
Jesus anticipated that some people in the village might question the two 
disciples’ actions. The parallel account in Luke’s Gospel reveals that, in fact, 
the animals’ owners raised a question as to why the two men were untying 
the donkeys (Luke 19:33). Thus, the response the Lord needs them served 
either as a type of password to the owners or, as others propose, indicated 
that the two disciples were emissaries of a greater Owner who was exercising 
the royal right of commandeering animals. 
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We shouldn’t skip over the fact that here Jesus referred to Himself 
as the Lord. In New Testament times, this title, depending on its context, 
could have the mundane meanings of “sir,” “husband,” “master” (of slaves), 
or “owner” (of property). On the other hand, it could stand as an exalted 
reference drawn from the Old Testament to the Lord God as the Owner and 
Master of all creation—including the two donkeys tied to a post in a village 
outside Jerusalem. Either way, Jesus was claiming to be the true Owner of 
the animals. He knew that the human owners would recognize His authority 
and would send the donkeys at once. 

VERSES 4-5

This took place so that what was spoken through the prophet 
might be fulfilled: Tell Daughter Zion, “See, your King is coming 
to you, gentle, and mounted on a donkey, and on a colt, the foal of 
a donkey.” 
These two verses illustrate (again) the emphasis Matthew placed throughout 
his Gospel on Jesus as the One who fulfilled Old Testament prophecies 
concerning the Messiah. Matthew wanted his readers to understand that 
Jesus’ birth and infancy, His ministry, and the crucial events during the 
final week of His life on earth happened not by accident but according to the 
deliberate plan of the Heavenly Father. Jesus came to earth for the express 
purpose of doing the will of His Father (see John 4:34; 5:36-40).

Matthew did not identify the prophet he was quoting. In fact, he seems 
to have drawn from two Old Testament prophets, Isaiah and Zechariah. The 
opening words of the prophecy, tell Daughter Zion (“Say to the daughter 
of Zion,” ESV) are found also in Isaiah 62:11, a verse that looked forward 
to the coming of salvation from the Lord. The name Zion originally was a 
reference to Jerusalem as King David’s capital city (see 2 Sam. 5:7; 2 Kings 
19:31). Psalmists occasionally used the name in reference to the temple as 
the Lord’s dwelling place with His people (see Ps. 20:2). Prophets such as 
Isaiah came to associate the name with the arrival of God’s salvation in the 
Messiah (Isa. 28:16; 46:13; 59:20). 

The remaining words of Matthew 21:5 unquestionably were drawn from 
Zechariah 9:9. Interestingly, the original Old Testament reference includes a 
characterization of the coming King as “righteous and victorious.” Matthew 
did not include those words, choosing instead to emphasize the Messiah-
King’s gentleness and humility. In His first coming, Jesus refused to fulfill 
the popular expectations that the Messiah would be a political and military 
conqueror. Of course, Jesus would be both righteous and victorious in His 
mission. That mission, however, was to conquer sin and death, not Rome. 
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Note that Zechariah’s careful wording suggests that Jesus did indeed ride 
on a colt, the foal of a donkey, and the donkey colt was accompanied by 
its mother. As the Messiah, Jesus’ triumphal entry eventually would lead to 
suffering and humiliation rather than to military victory. How appropriate 
that the Man of Sorrows chose a humble beast of burden as a symbol of His 
identity and mission!

THE KING’S CELEBRATION (Matt. 21:6-9)

After the donkeys had been procured, Jesus rode the colt into Jerusalem as 
King. The crowds responded by shouting hosannas. They affirmed Jesus as 
the Son of David.

VERSE 6

The disciples went and did just as Jesus directed them. 
Matthew summarized the two disciples’ obedience in following Jesus’  
instructions. They did just as Jesus directed (“did as Jesus commanded,” 
KJV). Did the two disciples (or the other disciples for that matter) fully 
understand what was about to happen? Probably not. Yet they obeyed their 
Master. This is what faithful followers of Christ do. Even when they can’t 
understand all the particulars of the future, they obey the Lord’s clear 
commands, trusting in His goodness and righteousness with every step. 
Whatever questions that Jesus’ disciples might have had, those questions 
would soon be answered. The next week would be like nothing they had ever 
experienced or anticipated. How they must have enjoyed that parade!

VERSE 7

They brought the donkey and its foal; then they laid their clothes 
on them, and he sat on them. 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Study the illustrated map showing Jesus’ route from Bethany to Jerusalem 
on pages 1628-1629 in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary. Note the 
locations of Bethphage and Bethany. Picture in your mind the image of 
Jesus riding a donkey colt along the road, accompanied by His disciples and 
other festival travelers. How does this mental picture encourage you to live 
humbly and to follow Christ obediently wherever He leads?
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The two disciples returned to the place where Jesus and the other disciples 
were waiting. They brought the donkey and its foal, as Jesus had asked 
them to do. Perhaps Jesus had already told the other disciples what He 
was about to do. In any case, the disciples wasted no time in preparing the 
two donkeys for the ride. Probably they did not know which animal Jesus 
would select, so they prepared both. They laid their clothes (“their cloaks,” 
ESV, NIV), a reference to their robes or outer garments, on the donkeys as 
a kind of saddle. The words he sat on them obviously refer to Jesus’ sitting 
on multiple garments, not to His riding on both animals at once. At that 
moment the colt surely was the most honored animal of all creation!

VERSE 8

A very large crowd spread their clothes on the road; others were 
cutting branches from the trees and spreading them on the road. 
The very large crowd that was traveling to Jerusalem for the Passover 
alongside Jesus took a cue from His disciples. They followed suit and spread 
their clothes on the road. We might think of this action as the ancient 
equivalent of “rolling out the red carpet” for an important person’s arrival. 

When the number of garments available proved to be an insufficient 
number to pave the long roadway, others in the crowd cut branches from 
the trees to lay along the path. John’s Gospel specifies that these were 
“palm branches” (John 12:13). This particular detail forms the basis of the 
Christian tradition of calling the Sunday before Easter “Palm Sunday.” 

VERSE 9

Then the crowds who went ahead of him and those who followed 
shouted: Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in 
the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest heaven! 
The scene of this crowd approaching Jerusalem’s East Gate must have been 
stunning. Jesus was riding on a donkey colt as crowds of people surrounding 
Him kept moving as well. Some in the crowds went ahead of Jesus, paving 
the way. Others followed behind, building their excitement around every 
turn in the road. Likely these crowds contained many Galilean travelers. As 
the procession neared the city gate, however, others from inside the city—
residents and pilgrims alike—apparently streamed out to join the parade 
(see John 12:12-13). In any case, the people began to shout excited words of 
praise to Jesus. 

Because of the words’ direct connection to messianic prophecies, we will 
examine the cheers phrase by phrase. The word rendered hosanna appears 
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in Matthew’s Gospel only here and in 21:15, where Jewish leaders chided 
Jesus for allowing children to praise Him in the temple courtyards. The term 
hosanna in both Greek and English actually is a transliterated (letter-for-
letter equivalent) form of a Hebrew word that means “save (us) now” (see Ps. 
118:25). By Jesus’ day, this plea for salvation had come to be used as a shout 
of praise to God, similar in function to the word hallelujah. 

The crowds hailed Jesus as the Son of David. Genealogically, this title 
simply recognized that Jesus was a descendant of King David, a fact Matthew 
had established firmly in the opening chapter of his Gospel (Matt. 1:1-16). 
However, the title referred to much more than Jesus’ family lineage as it 
ascended toward Him from the lips of the welcoming crowds. It connected 
Jesus to the promise the Lord God had given to King David concerning an 
everlasting kingdom (2 Sam. 7:11b-16). Old Testament prophets applied 
the promise to the expected Messiah who would rule God’s people in 
righteousness forever (Isa. 9:6-7; Jer. 33:14-17). New Testament writers 
confirmed that Jesus fulfilled the prophetic promise to King David (Luke 
1:32; 2 Tim. 2:8). Thus, the crowds of people around Jesus as He made His 
way to Jerusalem were doing nothing less than acclaiming Him as the long-
awaited Messiah. 

The words blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord were drawn 
from Psalm 118:26. Psalm 118 is the last of a group of six celebratory psalms 
sung at major festivals in Old Testament times. Psalms 113 and 114, for 
example, were sung before the Passover meal was eaten; Psalms 115 through 
118 were sung after the meal. Thus, the crowds of people in and around 
Jerusalem that day would have known full well the impact of their words. 
They shouted the words in celebration of Jesus’ presentation of Himself as 
the Messiah-King. 

Some of Jesus’ disciples likely recalled similar words spoken previously 
by John the Baptist, who described Jesus as “one who is coming after me … 
[who] will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire” (Matt. 3:11). Jesus had 
received awesome verbal acclaim from the Heavenly Father at His baptism 
and transfiguration (see Matt. 3:17; 17:5). At Caesarea Philippi His disciples 
had confessed Him as “the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (16:16). The 
praise He received that day as He rode toward Jerusalem was perhaps the 
greatest affirmation by crowds found in the Gospels. The scene anticipates 
the future universal praise Jesus will receive when “every creature in heaven, 
on earth, under the earth, on the sea, and everything in them say, Blessing 
and honor and glory and power be to the one seated on the throne, and to the 
Lamb, forever and ever!” (Rev. 5:13; see also Phil. 2:10-11).

The words hosanna in the highest heaven echo Psalm 148:1: “Praise 
the Lord from the heavens; praise him in the heights.” Further, the words 
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echo the angelic praise at Jesus’ birth: “Glory to God in the highest heaven” 
(Luke 2:14). A paraphrase of this final exclamation in Matthew 21:9 might 
be stated this way: “Hooray! May all the angels of heaven join this praise of 
the Messiah!”

Three other Gospel accounts include additional statements the crowds 
shouted. Mark’s Gospel has the added statement: “Blessed is the coming 
kingdom of our father David!” (Mark 11:10). Luke’s Gospel includes the 
words “Peace in heaven and glory in the highest heaven” (Luke 19:38). Finally, 
John’s Gospel includes the words “the King of Israel” (John 12:13). All of 
these are additional examples of how people affirmed Jesus as the Messiah 
coming into His royal city. Ironically, just a few days later the crowds would 
be calling for Jesus’ crucifixion (Matt. 27:20-23). 

THE PEOPLE’S CONFUSION (Matt. 21:10-11)

Jesus’ entry into the city of Jerusalem created quite a stir. Most of the people 
identified Him simply as a prophet from Nazareth.

VERSE 10

When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in an uproar, 
saying, “Who is this?” 
The distance from Bethany to Jerusalem was slightly less than two miles. 
Given the size of the crowds shuffling along the road and their activities in 
celebrating the Messiah’s coming, the journey may have taken a couple of 
hours to complete. Evidently the citizens in the city heard the approaching 
tumult. According to John 12:12, some of them went out to greet Jesus. 
However, He was known mainly by reputation in Jerusalem. Most of Jesus’ 
ministry had occurred elsewhere. Nevertheless, the whole city was in an 
uproar (“all the city was moved,” KJV; “the whole city was stirred up,” ESV). 
Years earlier, wise men from the east had entered Jerusalem and stirred up 
the citizens by asking about a newborn ruler of the Jews (Matt. 2:2). Now the 
King had actually arrived, but the people still could only ask, “Who is this?”

EXPLORE FURTHER
Jesus’ royal entry is found in all four Gospels. Read the parallel accounts: 
Mark 11:1-11; Luke 19:29-44; and John 12:12-19. How does reading these 
accounts enrich and add to a reading of Matthew’s account? Why do you 
think it was important for this event to be included in all four Gospels? 
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VERSE 11

The crowds were saying, “This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth 
in Galilee.” 
The crowds who answered the question about Jesus’ identity likely were the 
same travelers who had been proclaiming hosannas and messianic Scriptures 
about Jesus along the road. Ironically, their answer—this is the prophet 
Jesus—harked back to the disciples’ report at Caesarea Philippi concerning 
people’s ideas about Jesus’ identity (see Matt. 16:13-14). To say only that 
Jesus was the prophet was true yet inadequate. Nevertheless, the responders 
were quick not only to affirm Jesus’ prophetic credentials but also to claim 
Him as one of their own. That is, He was from Nazareth in Galilee. In the 
narrative of Jesus’ infancy, Matthew had emphasized the Messiah’s birth 
in Bethlehem as the fulfillment of prophecy (2:3-6). The Gospel writer also 
explained how Jesus came to live in Nazareth during His boyhood and how 
this fact also was a fulfillment of prophecy (2:19-23). 

Mark’s Gospel tells us that when Jesus entered Jerusalem, He went first 
to the temple area and looked around (Mark 11:11). No doubt He saw the 
crass commerce happening in the courtyards. He would soon disrupt this 
activity. The day was late, however, so Jesus and His disciples returned to 
Bethany for the night. The triumphal entry, among other things, had served 
the purpose of announcing to one and all that Jesus the Messiah-King had 
arrived for the Passover Festival. 

What are some implications of this study for us today? First, we can (and 
should) affirm that Jesus is Lord over all creation—even over those who do 
not understand or acknowledge His lordship. Second, as the Messiah-King, 
Jesus is worthy of our joyous worship. Even today, we might struggle with 
fully grasping that Jesus’ mission as the Messiah included suffering and self-
sacrifice for our benefit. Yet His atoning death and victorious resurrection 
give us all the more reason to extol Him as Savior. Third, we can declare that 
Jesus is indeed more than a prophet. He is the Messiah-King, the One who 
was foretold in prophecy and who came to save His people from sin. 
 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Triumphal Entry” on pages 1627-1630 in the 
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary. In what ways does your understanding 
that Jesus’ mission as the Messiah-King involved suffering and dying on 
the cross for the sake of sinners impact your worship, whether private or 
in a congregation?
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If I Reject Jesus?
Jesus is central in God’s plan of redemption.

In the 1990s, my wife began working toward a graduate degree at a large 
university. I was proud of her for so many reasons. One of those reasons was 
that she was awarded a teaching fellowship that helped us pay her tuition 
expenses. Nevertheless, at the beginning of her studies she expressed a 
concern to me that some students and faculty might treat her unfairly when 
they learned she was a Christian and her husband was a pastor. Thankfully, 
her concern did not come to pass as feared.

Over the first few months of her studies, people discovered that she was 
always prepared for her graduate seminars. She excelled in her work as an 
undergraduate instructor. Moreover, she found that most people were 
not offended when, in casual conversations, she made statements such as 
“Jesus makes a positive difference in my life” or “My life is meaningful to me 
because I am a Christian.” On the other hand, she learned that certain ways 
of expressing her faith would draw swift negative reactions. It might be OK to 
talk in casual conversations about the value she personally found in Christ. It 
did not seem OK, however, to state claims such as “Jesus is the only Savior” or 
“Rejecting Jesus puts one in danger of eternal judgment.” 

The reactions about Jesus that my wife encountered in graduate school are 
not new. When Jesus entered Jerusalem to shouts and cheers that lauded Him 
as “the prophet” (Matt. 21:11), that seemed OK. When He claimed, however, 
to be the unique Son of God and declared that rejecting Him would lead to 
destruction, the reaction by many who heard Him was swift and hostile. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 21:18-46

Christians often refer to the eight days running from Palm Sunday through 
Easter Sunday as Passion Week, or Holy Week. The following list identifies 
a possible timeline—scholars differ at points—of key events for each day: 

Session 5 > Matthew 21:33-45

© 2017 LifeWay



51Se ssion 5:   If I Reject Jesus?

• Sunday—Jesus rides a donkey into Jerusalem and is hailed as the 
Messiah-King (Matt. 21:1-11; Mark 11:1-11; Luke 19:28-44).

• Monday—Jesus expels money changers and merchants from the temple 
courtyards (Matt. 21:12-17; Mark 11:12-19; Luke 19:45-48). 

• Tuesday—Jesus spends much time in the temple teaching and debating 
with Jewish religious leaders. On the way back to Bethany, Jesus gives an 
extended teaching to His disciples about the temple’s coming destruction and 
the end of the age (Matt. 21:18–26:5; Mark 11:20–13:37; Luke 20:1–21:38).

• Wednesday—No activities by Jesus in Jerusalem are reported on this 
day. Evidently He spent the day in Bethany, where a woman anointed Him 
with expensive oil. Judas made his deal with the Jewish priests to betray 
Jesus (Matt. 26:6-16; Mark 14:1-11; Luke 22:1-6).

• Thursday—Jesus celebrates the Passover with His disciples in the upper 
room; then the group moves to the garden of Gethsemane, where Jesus 
agonizes in prayer until the time of His betrayal, arrest, and first trial (Matt. 
26:17-75; Mark 14:12-72; Luke 22:7-65). 

• Friday—Jesus is tried, condemned, and crucified. Late in the afternoon, 
His body is removed from the cross and placed in a tomb (Matt. 27:1-61; 
Mark 15:1-47; Luke 22:66–23:56a).

• Saturday—Jesus’ body rests in the tomb on the Sabbath. Jewish leaders 
demand that guards be posted at the tomb (Matt. 27:62-66; Luke 23:56b).

• Sunday—The tomb is found empty; Jesus has been resurrected. The 
risen Lord makes several appearances to a number of His followers (Matt. 
28:1-10; Mark 16:1-18; Luke 24:1-49.) 

The study passage for this session focuses on one of the parables Jesus 
taught in the temple area on Tuesday of Passion Week. It has been called 
the parable of the vineyard owner. The larger context for the study passage 
highlights the following episodes: 

• Jesus condemned a fruitless fig tree outside Jerusalem, showing by the 
act that His followers could pray with boldness and confidence (21:18-22). 

• Jesus responded to Jewish leaders who challenged His authority to teach 
in the temple courtyards (21:23-27). The incident showed that the Jewish 
religious leaders were so spiritually bankrupt they could not even discern 
that John the Baptist had ministered as a prophet of God.

• Jesus delivered three parables—two that fall in this context passage— 
that expressed devastating critiques of Jewish religious leadership. The 
parable of the two sons (21:28-32) made the point that tax collectors and 
prostitutes who believed in Jesus would enter God’s kingdom before the 
unbelieving religious leaders. The parable of the vineyard owner (21:33-45) 
warned that the religious leaders’ rejection of Jesus would result in their 
being rejected from God’s kingdom. 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
THE SON SENT (Matt. 21:33-37)

Jesus introduced a parable about a landowner who leased his vineyard to 
tenant farmers for a share of the harvest. At harvest time the tenant farmers 
refused to pay the owner. They abused and killed the owner’s servants who  
were sent to collect what was owed. Finally the owner sent his son, thinking 
the tenant farmers would surely respect his son. 

VERSE 33

“Listen to another parable: There was a landowner, who planted a 
vineyard, put a fence around it, dug a winepress in it, and built a 
watchtower. He leased it to tenant farmers and went away. 
The parables Jesus told during His time on earth were brilliant stories of 
timeless spiritual truth. Matthew recorded more than 20 of Jesus’ parables 
in his Gospel, including the one introduced here, the parable of the vineyard 
owner. A popular definition of a parable is “an earthly story with a heavenly 
meaning.” However, the parables Jesus told were not mere illustrations. They 
were verbal scalpels that lay bare spiritual reality. When understood rightly, 
parables exposed and condemned religious hypocrisy. They could afflict the 
comfortable yet at the same time comfort the afflicted. To borrow Jesus’ own 
explanation in Matthew 13:11, parables were the tools He used to reveal “the 
secrets of the kingdom of heaven” to His followers.

In 21:33, Jesus sketched an agricultural situation that His hearers—
first-century Jews living in their homeland—would have known well. 
The moment that Jesus uttered the word landowner, His hearers would 
have imagined a wealthy man. The man had the financial means to make a 
huge business investment in a vineyard. He planned to fully establish and 
outfit the vineyard, then lease it to tenant farmers to tend the vineyard and 
share the profits at harvest time. 

Establishing a productive vineyard included: (1) planting choice vines; 
(2) erecting a fence (“wall,” NIV) around the perimeter to keep out animals 
(and thieves); (3) digging a winepress, a pit in which the grapes were mashed 
and squeezed (often by a large circular stone) to collect the juice for making 
wine; and (4) building a watchtower (“tower,” KJV, ESV) for added security 
against thieves and for workers’ protection during stormy weather. Under 
normal circumstances, a new vineyard might take three or four years before  
it began to produce full harvests of grapes that could recoup the owner’s 
initial investment. Thus, such an investment would not be without risk!
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Matthew 21:23 and 21:45 indicate that Jesus was addressing Jewish 
religious leaders gathered in the temple courtyards. Such leaders likely would 
have been quick to connect the opening words of Jesus’ parable to Isaiah 5:1-7, 
a prophetic song with a similar theme. In Isaiah’s song of the vineyard, the 
vineyard owner represented the Lord God. God’s covenant people were 
represented by the choice vines, which were expected to produce good grapes 
but instead produced only worthless, bitter grapes. The song’s conclusion 
warned that God was about to bring judgment on His unfaithful people.

The opening details of Jesus’ parable, though somewhat different from the 
features of Isaiah’s prophetic song, nevertheless would have caused listeners 
to expect a similar conclusion. Thus, the parable would not be merely a nice 
story about growing grapes but would be a stinging critique of the Jewish 
leaders’ spiritual condition. The landowner was God; the tenant farmers were 
the religious leaders to whom God had given—and not without risk—the 
opportunity and responsibility to reap spiritual harvests among God’s people. 

VERSES 34-35

When the time came to harvest fruit, he sent his servants to the 
farmers to collect his fruit. The farmers took his servants, beat 
one, killed another, and stoned a third. 
Jesus advanced the parable by skipping to the time … to harvest fruit 
(“the season for fruit,” ESV). In first-century Judea, harvest time for grapes 
would have come in late summer or early autumn. Typically, these times 
were seasons of joy, gratitude to God, and celebration. That was not to be the 
case, however, in the parable. When the vineyard owner sent his servants 
… to collect his share of the harvest, the farmers (“husbandmen,” KJV; 
“tenants,” ESV, NIV) treated the servants abominably. The three verbs 
beat … killed … and stoned were meant to shock the listener’s conscience 
(compare 2 Sam. 12:5-7a). Who would dare to treat a landowner’s servants in 
this manner and not expect a response of wrathful judgment? 

Jesus may have had in mind the kinds of mistreatment endured by some 
Israelite prophets of old. Jeremiah was beaten and imprisoned (Jer. 20:2). 
Obadiah had to hide 100 prophets of the Lord in caves to help them escape 
a queen’s murderous vendetta (1 Kings 18:4). Zechariah, a prophet and son 
of a high priest, was stoned in the temple courtyard (2 Chron. 24:20-21). 
Violent rejection of God’s representatives was not new in Jesus’ day! 

VERSE 36

Again, he sent other servants, more than the first group, and they 
did the same to them. 
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If Jesus paused in His speech after verse 35, we can imagine that His listeners 
expected to hear Him say next that the vineyard owner sent troops to crush 
the tenant farmers and take the harvest. Shockingly, though, Jesus said the 
landowner sent other servants, more than the first group. In other words, 
through the centuries God dispatched more and more prophets to warn His 
people to repent before it was too late—before God’s judgment could no 
longer be halted. What grace! What patience! Sadly, however, those additional 
representatives of God received the same mistreatment as the ones before 
them. No doubt Jesus would have included John the Baptist among God’s 
other servants who had called for repentance but who also had been met with 
skepticism and rejection by the Jewish leaders (see Matt. 3:7-10; 21:25-27a). 

VERSE 37

Finally, he sent his son to them. ‘They will respect my son,’ 
he said. 
On the surface, this verse appears devastatingly simple. The owner sent his 
son in determined hope that the tenant farmers would respect him and 
pay what was owed. The parallel account in Mark’s Gospel uses the phrase 
“a beloved son” (Mark 12:6), implying that the landowner had only this son 
left to send. Surely his son would be received and respected as the owner’s 
authoritative agent. One can almost see Jesus’ listeners nodding their heads 
in agreement. As sticklers for the law and Jewish traditions, the listeners 
knew the landowner deserved respect. But Jesus was about to insert another 
unexpected twist in the story—a twist that would soon cause the listeners 
to realize the parable actually condemned them (Matt. 21:45)!

At both the narrative and interpretation levels, Jesus was taking this 
parable to daring places. What landowner would risk sending his beloved 
son to collect a debt from tenant farmers who already had proven their 
willingness to abuse and reject the owner’s agents? What could motivate a 
landowner to take this unthinkable risk? 

The spiritual meaning of the parable was even more daring. Jesus was 
asserting that He was the beloved Son of the ultimate Owner of all creation. 
God was the Owner. His vineyard was the covenant people of Israel, who 
had proven again and again to be disobedient. God has sent prophets to call 
the people to repentance, but the prophets had been rejected and mistreated. 
Now the Owner had sent His one and only Son, who was none other than 
Jesus Christ, the One telling the parable. 

In Matthew’s Gospel thus far, Jesus privately had been affirmed by the 
Father as His beloved Son at Jesus’ baptism (3:17) and at the transfiguration 
(17:5). This is the first occasion in the Gospel in which Jesus boldly claimed—

© 2017 LifeWay



55Se ssion 5:   If I Reject Jesus?

albeit in the context of a parable—to be the divine Son of God sent by His 
Father. The remainder of the parable can be understood in no other way.

THE SON REJECTED (Matt. 21:38-39)

Jesus continued with the parable. He explained that the tenant farmers 
killed the landowner’s son.

VERSE 38

But when the tenant farmers saw the son, they said to each other, 
‘This is the heir. Come, let’s kill him and take his inheritance.’ 
The vineyard workers’ reaction to the coming of the landowner’s son, though 
perhaps not surprising given their previous violence, nevertheless was all 
the more shocking. The statement this is the heir showed that the workers 
recognized the son. They knew this was not just another of the owner’s 
servants. Yet their lives were so clouded by greed that their wicked thoughts 
ran to the extreme. It was one thing for the vineyard farmers to refuse to pay 
the owner his share of a harvest and to abuse his servants; it was even more 
sinister to kill the owner’s son and presume to take his inheritance. 

VERSE 39

So they seized him, threw him out of the vineyard, and killed him. 
The tenants followed through on their malicious plan. They seized (“caught,” 
KJV) the son, forcefully threw him out of the vineyard, and killed him.  
The means of execution was unspecified. 

The first hearers of Matthew’s Gospel (as well as careful readers today) likely 
would have realized by now that Jesus was predicting the Jewish leaders’ plot 
to get rid of Him (26:3-5). Behind the parable lay an ominous reality: religious 
leaders would lead the covenant people to reject and crucify the Son of God, 
who came in unparalleled, bold mercy to save them from their sins.

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Vine” on pages 1651-1652 in the Holman Illustrated 
Bible Dictionary. Why do you think the biblical writers used the imagery 
of vines and vineyards to depict God’s relationship with His people? What 
does it mean to you that God sent His Son into the world to bring salvation 
despite the unimaginable risk involved?
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THE SON VINDICATED (Matt. 21:40-45)

Jesus asked the religious leaders to give their opinion regarding how the 
vineyard owner could be expected to respond to the tenant farmers’ actions. 
The religious leaders gave the only answer that was consistent with justice, 
and thereby they condemned themselves. Jesus proclaimed that God would 
take the kingdom away from these leaders and entrust it to Jesus’ followers.

VERSE 40

Therefore, when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do 
to those farmers?” 
Jesus masterfully moved the parable to its conclusion by asking His hearers 
a question. Both Jesus and His audience knew the only logical answer to the 
question of what the owner of the vineyard would do to those farmers. If, 
however, the religious leaders dared to answer honestly, they would condemn 
themselves. To a previous question with similar potential for exposing the 
leaders’ hypocrisy, they had simply said, “We don’t know” (21:27). This time 
they would stumble headlong into the parable’s rhetorical trap.

VERSE 41

“He will completely destroy those terrible men,” they told him, 
“and lease his vineyard to other farmers who will give him his 
fruit at the harvest.” 
Jesus’ opponents delivered a swift verbal judgment on the wicked vineyard 
workers in the parable. The owner had every right to completely destroy 
those terrible men (“put those wretches to a miserable death,” ESV; “bring 
those wretches to a wretched end,” NIV). Further, the owner no doubt would 
then lease his vineyard to other farmers—workers who could be trusted 
to give him his fruit at the harvest (“give him his share of the crop at 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Inheritance” on page 817 in the Holman Illustrated 
Bible Dictionary. Then read Ephesians 1:11-14 and take note of how 
believers receive an inheritance in Jesus Christ. In what sense could it be 
said that the devil and those who do the devil’s bidding try to take away 
the inheritance Jesus provides for His followers in salvation? 
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harvest time,” NIV). In their quickness to be seen as authoritative arbiters 
of divine justice, the religious leaders indicted themselves and pronounced 
that God would be just in taking away their place in His kingdom. Some 
Bible interpreters suggest that the religious leaders’ judgment on themselves 
foreshadowed the complete destruction of Jerusalem and the temple by the 
Romans in A.D. 70 (see 24:1-2 for Jesus’ direct prediction of this disaster).

VERSE 42

Jesus said to them, “Have you never read in the Scriptures: ‘The 
stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone. This 
is what the Lord has done and it is wonderful in our eyes’? 
Jesus’ parable of the vineyard owner accomplished its purpose. It exposed 
the depths of wickedness to which the most respected leaders of first-century 
Jerusalem would sink to get rid of Jesus and preserve their power. For His 
listeners’ sake, Jesus bridged the gap between parable and interpretation by 
turning to the Scriptures. 

Jesus used the words have you never read as an additional way to expose 
the religious leaders’ willful spiritual ignorance. He knew they had read and/
or heard the passage He was about to quote. They were, after all, people of 
the Word. Jesus knew also, however, that the religious leaders did not truly 
understand the passage or consider its application to the present situation.

The passage Jesus quoted was from Psalm 118, the same psalm from 
which the crowds had quoted to shout hosannas and blessings to Jesus when 
He entered Jerusalem as the Messiah-King (21:9). Overall, this psalm is a 
song of thanksgiving to God by Israel’s king for victory over enemies. The 
two verses Jesus quoted in Matthew 21:42, however, hint that the king’s 
glorious victories were not won without a season of rejection. Just as the 
vineyard workers in the parable had rejected the owner’s servants and finally 
his beloved son, the Messiah-King sent from the Heavenly Father likewise 
would become like the stone that the builders rejected. In other words, 
Psalm 118:22-23, like Jesus’ parable, predicted that Jesus would suffer 
rejection by His own people (see also John 1:11).

Let’s take a closer look at the reason Jesus quoted these specific verses 
from Psalm 118. First, the phrase the stone that the builders rejected is an 
architectural image. Stone masons are responsible for selecting quality stones 
as they build. In the analogy, some builders had considered and then rejected 
a particular stone as unfit for their purposes. This action pointed to the 
religious leaders’ willful rejection of Jesus as the Messiah-King. Some Bible 
scholars have observed that in Greek, the language of the New Testament, 
the words for son and stone are similar in sound and spelling. Thus, Jesus was 
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using an insightful wordplay to say that the rejected son of the parable and 
the rejected stone of Psalm 118:22-23 are both fulfilled in Him.

Second, the words has become the cornerstone (“the head of the corner,” 
KJV) show that ultimately there will be a reversal for the rejected Messiah-
King. The term rendered cornerstone can refer either to a foundation stone or 
a capstone (the essential stone at the top of an arch). Either way, the formerly 
discarded stone would become the one essential stone. By His resurrection 
and exaltation to the Father’s right hand, Jesus became the “living stone” 
on which a new spiritual house (the church) would be built for the glory and 
praise of God the Father (1 Pet. 2:4-10).

Third, this wondrous event would be accomplished by God the Father (the 
landowner in the parable). No human explanation would suffice or could be 
offered. Yet there are proper human responses to God’s work: to marvel, to 
believe, to obey, and to produce the wonderful fruit of righteousness.

VERSE 43

Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from 
you and given to a people producing its fruit. 
Jesus moved from speaking a parable and quoting from a psalm to delivering 
a prophecy. He was crystal clear. The words therefore I tell you, coming 
from Jesus, had the same authority (if not more) as the words spoken by 
the Old Testament prophets: “Thus says the Lord” (see Isa. 45:11, ESV). The 
words signified the giving of a solemn, divine proclamation. There would be 
a bitter price to pay for rejecting God’s Son. In the case of the Jewish religious 
leaders, they would forfeit the opportunity to be part of the kingdom of 
God. God’s plan of salvation would move ahead, even if those who thought 
they had an inside track to it lost their opportunity. 

When Jesus spoke of a people producing its fruit, He was talking about 
the new entity He would build—the church (see Matt. 16:18). The phrase 
its fruit points back first to the parable, in which it referred to the harvest 
of grapes the owner deserved. In its prophetic application, the phrase looks 
ahead to Christ’s followers who would consistently seek the kingdom and its 
values. Jesus had discussed such qualities extensively in the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matt. 5–7). 

In describing the fruit Christians were to produce as they lived for the 
Lord, the apostle Peter wrote: “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a 
holy nation, a people for his possession, so that you may proclaim the praises 
of the one who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Pet. 
2:9). Thus, those who truly belong to God’s kingdom are those who show 
evidence of it by living transformed lives to the praise of the Messiah-King. 
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VERSES 44-45

Whoever falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; but on 
whomever it falls, it will shatter him.” When the chief priests 
and the Pharisees heard his parables, they knew he was speaking 
about them. 
Verse 44 does not appear in some ancient manuscripts of Matthew’s Gospel. 
However, it does appear in Luke’s Gospel (see Luke 20:18). Thus, we can be 
relatively certain that Jesus spoke the words, probably in connection with His 
quotation of Psalm 118:22. The meaning is that those who reject Jesus, the 
Cornerstone, ultimately will find themselves broken to pieces by Him. He 
will save those who believe in Him; He will shatter (“grind … to powder,” 
KJV; “crush,” ESV) those who reject Him (see Rom. 9:33; 1 Pet. 2:6-8). 

Jesus also would have been familiar with the imagery contained in the 
second chapter of Daniel. In particular, He may have been thinking of Daniel 
2:34-35, in which the prophet saw a stone smash a great pagan statue and 
then transform into “a great mountain” that “filled the whole earth.” Later 
Daniel learned the imagery predicted that “the God of the heavens will set 
up a kingdom that will never be destroyed, and this kingdom will not be left 
to another people. It will crush all these kingdoms and bring them to an end, 
but will itself endure forever” (2:44). 

The Jewish leaders realized that Jesus was speaking about them in His 
parable. They were the “terrible men” whom they had condemned by their 
own words. They were the ones from whom the kingdom of God would be 
taken. They would ultimately be shattered by the Cornerstone. Jesus would 
soon be exalted, bringing salvation to believers but judgment on all who 
reject Him. 

Consider, then, the implications of this study for us today. First, God sends 
His servants to direct His people’s hearts toward Him. Second, rejection of 
Jesus leads to sure destruction. Third, Jesus’ judgment on all who reject 
Him serves as an impetus for believers to share His offer of salvation with 
everyone. Finally, salvation includes submitting to Jesus’ rule in our lives.

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Cornerstone” on pages 349-350 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary. What does it mean to you to say that Jesus 
is the cornerstone of the church? Of your faith? How does knowing that 
Jesus is your cornerstone help you live out your faith in a world that is 
increasingly hostile to the gospel?
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Offered to All?
Though all are invited to join Jesus in God’s kingdom, only those 
who respond to Him in obedient faith will be accepted.

What sticks out in your mind about the last wedding you attended? Would 
you agree that wedding customs in the United States over the past few 
decades resemble a kaleidoscope—multicolored, multifaceted, and ever-
changing? When you add in the rich, varied tapestry of wedding traditions 
from around the world, the options are almost endless! Yet despite all the 
changes and variety, plenty of young people (and parents) still dream of the 
bride adorned in her white lace wedding dress, being escorted by her father to 
the marriage altar, where a beaming, tuxedo-clad groom awaits. 

My wife, Nancy, and I had such a wedding. However, one week before the 
ceremony a dear Chinese friend and fellow believer threw us a traditional 
Chinese wedding feast in his restaurant. He presented Nancy with a beautiful 
red silk dress to wear that came from Hong Kong. He sent out invitations 
written in both Mandarin and English to 120 invited guests. He provided 
plenty of traditional Chinese foods for all the guests, and he made sure the 
entire event was festive and fun for everyone. It was a remarkable—and 
certainly different—wedding custom that delighted Nancy and me.

A common feature among most formal weddings is the printed invitation 
with its RSVP request. “RSVP” is an acronym for a French statement that 
means “please reply.” It is a request for invited guests to let the wedding 
planners know whether or not they will attend the ceremony. Such information 
is crucial in arranging for adequate parking, seating, food, and other matters. 

Jesus featured some of the customs of a first-century Jewish wedding in 
one of His parables about God’s kingdom. In particular, He emphasized the 
close relationship between the invitation to join Him in the kingdom and 
the need for invitees to respond to Him in obedient faith. As we will see, 
He spoke this parable only a few days before He gave His life on the cross 
as the perfect Sacrifice for sinners. Trusting in Jesus as Savior is the path by 
which individuals enter God’s kingdom. Thus, we will discover in this session 
that Jesus’ invitation to join Him in God’s kingdom is offered to all, but only 
those who RSVP in obedient faith will be accepted.

Session 6 > Matthew 22:1-14
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 22:1–23:39

In the context section of Session 5, we noted that Jesus spent much of 
Tuesday during His final week on earth teaching in the temple courtyards. 
He interacted not only with His disciples but also with opponents who were 
looking for ways to accuse Jesus of heresy, if not outright blasphemy. 

One way Jesus overcame His opponents’ verbal traps was by using parables. 
In fact, Matthew recorded in 21:28–22:14 a series of three parables that Jesus 
delivered to the Jewish religious leaders in the temple courtyards (see 21:23). 
The second of the three parables, the parable of the vineyard owner (21:33-
45), served as the study passage for the previous session. That parable forced 
Jesus’ opponents to condemn themselves with their own words for rejecting 
Jesus as God’s Son.

The context for this session continues to focus on the events of “Teaching 
Tuesday.” This session’s broader background passage begins with the third 
of the three parables that Jesus told to the religious leaders in the temple 
courtyards. This third parable has been called the parable of the wedding 
banquet (22:1-14). It is the core study passage for this session. 

The remaining events described in this session’s background passage can 
be summarized as follows:

• Jesus answered a group of Pharisees and Herodians who tried to trap 
Him with a question about whether Jews should be required to pay taxes to 
the Roman emperor (22:15-22).

• Jesus answered a trick question about life in the resurrection from a 
group of Sadducees, Jewish religious leaders who did not believe in the first 
place that resurrection was true and real (22:23-33).

• Jesus answered an expert in the law who challenged Him to identify the 
greatest command in the law (22:34-40).

• Jesus put to silence a group of Pharisees by using Psalm 110:1 to prove 
the Messiah was prophesied to be King David’s divine superior, not just 
David’s human descendant (22:41-46). 

• Jesus delivered a scathing denunciation of the hypocrisy of Jerusalem’s 
religious leaders. Jesus delivered these sayings in a series of seven “woes,” a 
well-known judgment form used by the Old Testament prophets (23:1-36).

• Jesus expressed a lament over Jerusalem, because its citizens—
primarily its religious leaders—rejected Him as the promised Messiah-King 
who came to save them. Thus, the city of Jerusalem one day would be made 
desolate; those who rejected Jesus would one day be forced to admit that He 
was indeed the Messiah (23:37-39).
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
THE INVITED (Matt. 22:1-7)

Jesus began His parable by telling about a king who prepared a wedding 
banquet for his son. The guests who were invited ignored the king’s invitation, 
and the king destroyed those guests.

VERSES 1-2

Once more Jesus spoke to them in parables: “The kingdom of 
heaven is like a king who gave a wedding banquet for his son.
According to Matthew 21:23-27, on Tuesday Jesus entered the temple 
complex in Jerusalem only to be immediately confronted by some temple 
and community leaders. They demanded to know by what authority He had 
ridden a donkey into the city like a king on the previous day. Even more, they 
wanted to know who had authorized Him to clear the temple courtyards of 
animal sellers and money changers. Jesus agreed to answer His challengers 
if they agreed to state publicly the source of John the Baptist’s authority 
to baptize for repentance and in expectation of the Messiah’s coming. The 
leaders realized they couldn’t answer without either condemning themselves 
or condemning a respected prophet, so they pleaded ignorance. When they 
did this, Jesus also refused to answer their accusatory question. 

Jesus, however, wasn’t finished with His accusers. He took the opportunity 
to further expose their hypocrisy and unbelief by telling two parables, the 
parable of the two sons (21:28-32) and the parable of the vineyard owner 
(21:33-44). At the conclusion of these two parables, the Jewish leaders 
realized that Jesus “was speaking about them” (21:45) and became resolute 
in their desire to have Him arrested (21:46). 

Jesus pressed the matter still further. Once more [He] spoke to them 
in a parable, this time in a story about a king who threw a lavish wedding 
banquet for his son. This was a kingdom parable. That is, Jesus wanted His 
opponents to know just how far outside the kingdom of heaven they—the 
very stewards of God’s truth and covenant people—had put themselves. 

Many Bible students have pointed out similarities between this parable 
and one found in Luke 14:16-24. Some details differ, yet the two parables 
follow the same general story line. On the other hand, the parable’s context 
in Luke’s Gospel happened long before Jesus entered Jerusalem. Thus, 
interpreters often suggest this is an example of when Jesus used a parable 
on more than one occasion, modifying some details as needed to better fit 
the different audience and situation. 
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First-century Jewish wedding customs called for the groom to go to the 
bride’s parents’ home in a processional with his friends. The beautifully 
adorned bride, accompanied by her friends, then joined the procession back 
to the home of the groom’s parents for the wedding ceremony, followed by a 
great feast. Jesus raised the stakes in the parable, for the groom’s father in 
this case was also a king. For most citizens of the land, therefore, this wedding 
would be the social event of a lifetime. To receive an invitation would be an 
indescribable honor! In fact, expected guests likely would have received two 
invitations. The first was similar to a “save-the-date” note. The crucial second 
invitation, however, was an urgent notice that the wedding banquet was ready 
to commence; guests should come immediately (see Luke 14:16-17). 

Because this is a kingdom parable, it points to the reality of life under God’s 
rule. Jesus emphasized that He was bringing about God’s rule in a fresh way. 
As the Messiah-King, Jesus would reign joyfully and righteously over those 
who submit themselves to Him in faith. Thus, we may be confident that in 
the present parable, Jesus meant for the wedding banquet to represent the joy 
of God’s salvation that He would bring to fulfillment. The king represents 
God the Father, and the Son signifies Jesus. In other words, Jesus once again 
was affirming His deity, albeit in a veiled fashion. Only those willing to truly 
hear this parable would grasp its truth. 

VERSES 3-4

He sent his servants to summon those invited to the banquet, but 
they didn’t want to come. Again, he sent out other servants and 
said, ‘Tell those who are invited: See, I’ve prepared my dinner; my 
oxen and fattened cattle have been slaughtered, and everything is 
ready. Come to the wedding banquet.’ 
Jesus advanced the story to the moment of the king’s sending out the crucial 
second invitation. The king thus sent his servants to summon those 
invited to the banquet. No doubt he expected his subjects to respond 
immediately and excitedly. After all, they knew the great significance of this 
event not only for the king’s family but for everyone. They knew the wedding 
celebration had been in the works for some time, even if they did not know 
the exact day it would occur. 

At this point, Jesus interjected a startling element into the story. The 
invitees were not simply taken by surprise or engaged in activities they could 
not stop doing at the moment. Instead, the king’s subjects didn’t want to 
come (“would not come,” KJV; “refused to come,” NIV). The Greek text here 
can be literally rendered “but they were not willing to come.” The invitees 
made a conscious choice to treat their king and his son with contempt.
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In ancient times, to ignore the summons of a king was not only foolish; 
it was dangerous. (Jesus would make this very point concerning the danger 
of rejecting the Messiah.) The king in the parable—whether out of utter 
surprise or pure mercy—dispatched other servants to urge his invited 
guests to come at once for the banquet. No expense had been spared; oxen 
and fattened cattle had been slaughtered and cooked, an uncommon luxury 
for common people to enjoy in those days. The king instructed his servants 
to clearly spell out the banquet’s state of readiness and his firm command 
(not a request or wish): come to the wedding banquet. 

VERSES 5-6

But they paid no attention and went away, one to his own farm, 
another to his business, while the rest seized his servants, 
mistreated them, and killed them.
In the parable, the invited guests decided they had higher priorities than to 
obey the summons of their gracious king. They paid no attention (“made 
light of it,” KJV). Literally, they did not care. The words went away (“went 
their ways,” KJV) indicate that the invitees chose to make business as usual 
the order of the day. 

The ordinary affairs of everyday existence in the first century are well 
summarized by farm (country living) and business (town living). For 
many of the people whom Jesus encountered in His preaching and teaching 
ministry, the day-to-day concerns of life took priority. They ignored His 
invitation to experience the joy of the kingdom. Sadly, too many people today 
exhibit the same misplaced priority. The gospel invitation comes to them, 
but they are too wrapped up in “the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of 
the eyes, and the pride in one’s possessions” (1 John 2:16). They simply do 
not care about the King’s urgent invitation to experience the joy of salvation.

When Jesus said that the rest seized his servants, mistreated them, 
and killed them, the listeners heard echoes of the previously told parable 
of the vineyard owner (21:33-44). This kind of activity seemed absurd and 
shocking as a description of day-to-day, business-as-usual behavior. Yet it 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Weddings” on page 1664 in the Holman Illustrated 
Bible Dictionary. In what ways is a wedding invitation a good depiction of 
God’s offer for people to be saved through faith in Jesus Christ? How does 
a wedding banquet remind you of the Christian life? Of heaven?
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pointed directly to the ways the prophets of God in years gone by had been 
mistreated and even killed. That kind of shocking behavior in response to 
God’s invitation of salvation was continuing in Jesus’ day—and by those 
who should have been the first to show up at the son’s wedding banquet! 

Thus, Jesus presented the same truth in two parables. The parable of the 
wedding banquet, however, may have cast an even darker shadow on the 
religious leaders’ inexplicable rejection of the Messiah-King. They simply did 
not care about God. He meant only good for them, but they responded to His 
matchless grace by mistreating and killing His Messenger. 

The parables Jesus told to the Jewish leaders in the temple courtyards 
were first of all reminders that God offered a covenant relationship to the 
people of Israel. If they accepted the offer to belong to His kingdom, blessing 
and joy would be theirs. God extended to them forgiveness and salvation and 
asked only to receive the fruit of righteousness. By rejecting God’s invitation, 
the people of Israel—especially the leaders—showed they were spiritually 
blind to the point of insanity. They returned a curse for the offer of blessing. 

VERSE 7

The king was enraged, and he sent out his troops, killed those 
murderers, and burned down their city. 
Because of the invited guests’ horrible actions, the king sent a third set of 
envoys: his troops. (In the parable of the vineyard owner, the third envoy 
sent was the vineyard owner’s son.) Royal soldiers would not be so easily 
dismissed. Indeed, they would demonstrate the full extent of the king’s 
righteous wrath. Not only had the invited guests insulted their ruler by 
ignoring the wedding invitation, they also had killed his messengers.  

Justice was swift and severe. The king’s army killed [the] murderers, and 
burned down their city. Some Bible interpreters see a possible dual emphasis 
in this description of judgment. First, the description surely characterized 
the just condemnation that comes to all who stubbornly reject the salvation 
God offers through faith in Jesus Christ. Second, the parable’s description of 
judgment also may have been a prediction of the fiery destruction of Jerusalem 
in A.D. 70 by the Roman army. Whether or not the parable made a historical 
prediction, however, the ultimate time of its fulfillment will come on the day 
of judgment. No one—Jew or Gentile—who has rejected the Messiah-King’s 
invitation to salvation will escape from that fateful day of accountability.

THE GATHERED (Matt. 22:8-10)

Jesus continued His parable. He told how the king sent his servants to invite 
everyone they could find to the wedding banquet. The servants obeyed.
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VERSE 8

Then he told his servants, ‘The banquet is ready, but those who 
were invited were not worthy. 
The king addressed his servants who were about to be sent on a surprising 
mission. First, he explained the reason why the banquet [was] ready but the 
banquet hall was still empty. This would have been a strange circumstance 
for any house servants who were unaware of what had happened to the king’s 
previous envoys. The king explained that those who were invited had failed 
to respond. Further, in their failure to come to the banquet, the first invitees 
had demonstrated they were not worthy—that is, they did not deserve to 
enjoy the party. 

Jesus was not implying here that any of us deserve salvation. As the 
apostle Paul taught in his Letter to the Romans, we have all sinned, and the 
wages of sin is death (Rom. 3:23; 6:23). Only by God’s grace was the way 
of salvation made possible. Thus, what makes anyone worthy of salvation 
is God’s decision to give undeserving sinners His invitation to salvation. 
When people ignore or reject God’s invitation, they show that they are not 
worthy of His salvation and the joy of His kingdom. Such persons have only 
themselves to blame for their everlasting condemnation. 

VERSE 9

Go then to where the roads exit the city and invite everyone you 
find to the banquet.’ 
The king’s new set of envoys received a new set of instructions. They were 
to go … to where the roads exit the city (“into the highways,” KJV; “to 
the main roads,” ESV; “to the street corners,” NIV). Evidently these were 
locations where a variety of bystanders could be found, including the poor, 
the unemployed, beggars, and loiterers. They were the outcasts of society, 
people who had no expectation of ever attending a banquet planned by the 
king. Yet, this king’s specific instructions were to invite everyone you find 
to the banquet. Not just the best dressed. Not just the well-mannered. 
Everyone! Imagine the surprise and delight of those who were hungry and 
hopeless—perhaps even homeless—when they learned the doors were open 
for them to enter and enjoy the king’s feast.

In terms of interpreting the parable, the new invitees surely represented 
the Gentiles. The people of Israel were the first to receive the proclamation of 
the kingdom. But Jesus knew that the time was coming when His own people 
would largely reject Him and His kingdom. He knew that the good news 
would go beyond ethnic barriers. By the time Matthew wrote his Gospel, this 
was indeed happening. Even if the original hearers of Jesus’ parable did not 
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recognize that it predicted the inclusion of Gentiles, the Gospel’s first readers 
would know it did. They knew that the invitation had gone out and that there 
was a widespread response. Surely the early Gentile Christian readers of 
Matthew rejoiced that Jesus had included them in the offer of salvation.

VERSE 10

So those servants went out on the roads and gathered everyone 
they found, both evil and good. The wedding banquet was filled 
with guests. 
The king’s servants did as their master instructed. They went out on the 
roads and gathered everyone they found, both evil and good. No doubt 
the king was pleased that the banquet hall was now bustling with guests.  
The term rendered guests literally means “those reclining [to eat].” In first-
century Jewish culture, banquets often featured the practice of dining at a 
low table, with guests reclining on low couches situated around the table. 

Again, the first readers of Matthew’s Gospel would have recognized that 
this picture was already being fulfilled in their day. Many Gentiles were 
responding to the message of salvation. At the same time, we must be forever 
grateful when we are reminded God has made salvation available to everyone 
who will accept His invitation to believe in Jesus Christ. All of us, both evil and 
good, stand under the curse of sin. But, praise God, whenever sinners receive 
God’s grace by faith, He transforms them into citizens of His kingdom. This 
aspect of Jesus’ parable anticipates the Great Commission, Jesus’ command 
for His followers to “make disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28:19). 

The phrase both evil and good calls for further comment. Perhaps the best 
interpretation is that here the terms evil and good refer to Gentiles and Jews, 
respectively. Those who were considered to be outcasts (the Gentiles) were 
suddenly included in the king’s banquet. However, some of the originally 
invited guests (the disciples, for example) were part of the people of Israel, and 
they had accepted the king’s gracious invitation too. The king’s impartiality 
thus signified God’s sovereign grace. God invited all people to the joy of 
salvation, regardless of their national or religious backgrounds.

EXPLORE FURTHER
Compare and contrast the parable of the wedding banquet (Matt. 22:1-14) 
and the parable of the large banquet (Luke 14:16-23). How are the story 
lines similar? How are they different? What are the main spiritual lessons in 
each parable? How can you apply those lessons today?
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THE UNPREPARED (Matt. 22:11-14)

Jesus concluded His parable by telling about the king’s removal of a man 
who was not dressed appropriately for the wedding banquet. The man was 
surprised but was sent away from the banquet as a result.

VERSE 11

When the king came in to see the guests, he saw a man there who 
was not dressed for a wedding. 
The king made a royal appearance to see the guests who had come to his 
son’s wedding banquet. His inspection revealed a man … not dressed for 
a wedding. This is an interesting detail, since the king’s instructions to his 
servants in verse 9 practically guaranteed that some attendees would not 
have fine clothes. However, Jesus did not specify in the parable what was and 
was not acceptable attire for a wedding. Perhaps He was assuming that His 
hearers knew about an ancient custom that kings would provide appropriate 
clothes for all who were invited to a royal banquet. The inappropriately dressed 
man represented someone who wanted the benefits of salvation without the 
transformation. The man displayed disrespect for the king and his son. 

VERSE 12

So he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in here without 
wedding clothes?’ The man was speechless. 
The king’s interaction with the improperly dressed man was a blunt question. 
He addressed the man as Friend. Jesus later used this term to address Judas 
in the garden as Judas led the mob there to arrest Jesus (26:50). Perhaps 
that connection gives us further understanding about a man who got in 
the banquet but did not truly belong there. When the king confronted the 
man about his inappropriate attire, the man was speechless. His silence 
indicated that he knew he was guilty. 

It is no stretch to understand the wedding garment as referring to the 
righteousness that Christ provides believers through His sacrificial death. To 
refuse His provision of righteousness is to refuse Him. To refuse Him is to 
disqualify oneself from participating in the kingdom of God. 

VERSE 13

Then the king told the attendants, ‘Tie him up hand and foot, and 
throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping 
and gnashing of teeth.’ 
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The unprepared guest was revealed as an impostor. The king’s response was 
as swift and severe as his previous response to burn down the city. The 
pretender was to be tied hand and foot, a vivid description of disgrace and 
punishment. Then he was to be thrown into the outer darkness, where 
there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

The phrase outer darkness is unique to Matthew’s Gospel (see 8:12; 22:13; 
25:30). It is a terrifying description of God’s final sentence on the unrighteous. 
Jesus’ teaching on hell was not meant to frighten unbelievers; rather, He was 
warning those who falsely thought themselves to be His people. 

The phrase weeping and gnashing of teeth occurs six times in Matthew’s 
Gospel (see 8:12; 13:42,50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30) and only one other place in the 
entire New Testament (see Luke 13:28). Weeping suggests the bitter sorrow of 
those who experience God’s condemnation. Gnashing, or grinding, one’s teeth 
was a way to show extreme disappointment or intense anger (see Ps. 37:12; 
Acts 7:54). As a description of eternal punishment, the phrase expresses the 
eternal regret of those who receive God’s righteous condemnation. 

VERSE 14

For many are invited, but few are chosen.” 
Jesus concluded by providing a summary of His overall teaching in this 
parable. Notably, He did not include any reference to Jews or Gentiles, but 
rather He referred to humanity in general.

Many are invited. Throughout the centuries, myriads of people have 
heard the gospel proclaimed. Many have understood it sufficiently to know 
they are invited by Christ to receive salvation (see Matt. 11:28). 

Few are chosen. Not all who hear the King’s invitation to participate in 
the kingdom of heaven respond in faith. The word few does not quantify how 
many people will be saved in the end. We only know that a number of those 
who hear the gospel will reject God’s invitation to salvation. The term chosen 
refers to people whom God foreknows will respond in faith to His call to 
salvation (see Rom. 8:29-30). 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Recall a time or times when you were invited to participate in a wedding or 
when you invited others to participate in your wedding. How were these 
experiences like and unlike times when someone first invited you (or you 
invited someone) to become a follower of Christ? What commitment will 
you make today concerning inviting others this week to follow Christ?  
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Where Is Jesus?
Jesus was resurrected to reign forever as the King.

Jesus is alive! You can hear many people—especially Christians—make this 
amazing claim around Easter each year. Not everyone, however, who states 
the claim attaches the same meaning to it. For example, some people believe 
that Jesus was made alive again in the same way His friend Lazarus was 
restored to life. That is, Jesus came to life after dying on the cross only to 
die again at some later, unreported time. Others contend the claim means 
that while Jesus died as a martyr on the cross, the spirit of His special life, 
teachings, and ideals continues to live on in our collective human memory. 
Still others consider the claim that Jesus is alive to be primarily a comforting 
act of imagination. That is, they find comfort in imagining that Jesus, though 
gone, is “still with us in our hearts.” 

All of these views differ greatly from the account of Jesus’ resurrection 
found in the Gospels. Guided by the Holy Spirit, the New Testament writers 
insisted that Jesus, having been crucified and His lifeless body laid in 
a tomb, was raised to life again in a way that had never happened before 
in human history. It wasn’t a “near-death experience” from which Jesus 
recovered only to die again later. It wasn’t merely that Jesus’ teachings lived 
on after Him—though indeed His teachings are preserved in the Scriptures. 
And it wasn’t that Jesus’ followers only imagined Him to be present “in their 
hearts.” Instead, the resurrection meant that the same Jesus who had been 
crucified had been raised to a new kind of life. The same physical body that 
had suffered a cruel death had been transformed. Jesus would never die 
again. The same person was the resurrected King, just as He had prophesied. 

The writers of the New Testament Gospels consistently offer two kinds of 
historical evidence as proof that Jesus was raised from the dead in a never-
before-experienced way. One piece of evidence was the opened, empty tomb 
in which Jesus had been buried. On Sunday morning after His crucifixion, 
His body was not there; only the neatly folded grave clothes remained. The 
second piece of evidence happened multiple times. For about 40 days after that 
fateful weekend, Jesus appeared to numerous individuals in His resurrected 
body. He now reigns forever as creation’s rightful Messiah-King.

Session 7 > Matthew 28:1-15
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 28:1-15

We have observed Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus as the Messiah-King. At 
Caesarea Philippi, Peter confessed Jesus to be the Messiah, the Son of the 
living God (16:16). A week later, three of the disciples witnessed Jesus’ 
transfiguration, in which the glory of God shone like the sun on His face 
and the Father’s voice confirmed Jesus’ deity (17:2,5). With His triumphal 
entry into Jerusalem, Jesus was lauded by exuberant crowds as the long-
awaited Messiah-King (21:9). In Jerusalem during His last week on earth, 
Jesus confronted His opponents, warning them in parables that by rejecting 
Him they were rejecting the very Son of God (21:33-40; 22:1-14). 

In this session, we will focus on the culmination of the gospel story. In 
their rage and embarrassment, the opponents of Jesus turned the tide of 
public opinion against Him. Meanwhile, Jesus celebrated the Passover 
with His disciples. At its conclusion, Jesus used the bread and wine to 
point to the sacrifice He was about to make for sinners, thus establishing 
the Lord’s Supper. One of the disciples, Judas, met with Jewish authorities 
and agreed to betray Jesus. After a time of agonizing prayer in the garden 
of Gethsemane, Jesus was betrayed, arrested, and hauled before a hastily 
arranged Jewish court, where He was charged with blasphemy. Later Jesus 
stood before Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor, where eventually He was 
condemned to die. Roman soldiers mocked and beat Jesus mercilessly; then 
they crucified Him alongside two condemned robbers. 

Late on the same afternoon, before the official start of the Sabbath, 
Jesus’ lifeless body was removed from the cross and laid in a nearby tomb. 
A large stone was rolled across the entrance of the tomb, and a guard detail 
was stationed nearby. From a strictly human perspective, this should have 
been the sad end of Jesus the Messiah-King—just another dashed hope 
for redemption. Except it was not the end. It was a new beginning. Tragedy 
turned to triumph, and grief turned to glorious joy as the followers of Christ 
heard the good news: “He is not here. For he has risen, just as he said” (28:6).

EXPLORE THE TEXT
THE GRAVE OPENED (Matt. 28:1-4)

Early on the first day of the week, some women followers of Jesus went to the 
tomb where Jesus’ body had been laid. Before the women arrived at the tomb, 
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however, an angel of the Lord appeared and rolled away the stone that covered 
the entrance. The angel’s appearance caused the guards to collapse in fear.

VERSE 1

After the Sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning, Mary 
Magdalene and the other Mary went to view the tomb. 
The New Testament Gospels were penned by four inspired writers at different 
times, and they testify with notable consistency regarding the main story 
line of Jesus’ death, resurrection, and post-resurrection appearances. All 
four Gospels indicate, for example, that no activities took place on the 
Sabbath that fell between Jesus’ death and resurrection. Jesus’ body rested 
in the silent darkness of the tomb. Not until the evening after the Sabbath 
concluded did some of the women followers of Jesus go to purchase spices 
with which to anoint Jesus’ body early the next morning (Mark 16:1).

Mary Magdalene, as well as another woman named Mary (evidently the 
mother of James and Joseph; see Matt. 27:56), had watched as Jesus’ body 
was entombed (27:61). In the shadows of early dawn on the first day of the 
week (Sunday), the women made their way back to the tomb to pay their 
respects. Like cemeteries in our day, first-century tombs were places where 
the dead rested and the living grieved. 

Some of the other Gospels mention additional women who accompanied 
these two to the tomb. Mark 16:1 includes a woman named Salome, who was 
the wife of Zebedee and the mother of James and John. Luke 24:10 speaks 
also of a woman named Joanna and notes that “other women” also were part 
of the group returning to the tomb. Matthew noted that the women came 
to view the tomb, but their purpose also was to apply burial spices around 
Jesus’ body to help mask the odor of decay (see Mark 16:1; Luke 24:1). Mark 
16:3 reports some of the women’s conversation on the way to the tomb. They 
wondered how they would be able to roll away the huge stone from tomb’s 
opening. They were about to be shocked by the solution to their dilemma!

VERSE 2

There was a violent earthquake, because an angel of the Lord 
descended from heaven and approached the tomb. He rolled back 
the stone and was sitting on it. 
Of the four Gospel writers, only Matthew included mention of a violent 
earthquake occurring in connection with the appearance of an angel of 
the Lord at the tomb. (Matthew also had described a quaking that took place 
immediately following Jesus’ death, resulting in the opening of many tombs 
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in and around Jerusalem; see Matt. 27:51-52.) The earthquake connected 
with Jesus’ resurrection happened at some point before the women’s early 
morning arrival at the gravesite. Matthew’s account of the angel’s actions—
perhaps Matthew learned these sparse details later from the risen Lord 
Jesus—is understated and matter of fact. We’d like to know more, but the 
actions are suggestive.

• The angel descended from heaven. Matthew had described the 
beginning of Jesus’ ministry by telling how the Spirit descended on Jesus at 
His baptism (3:16). Now he told that an angel descended to Jesus’ tomb at 
His resurrection. Further, those who scoffed at Jesus while He hung on the 
cross mockingly demanded that He “come down” (literally, “descend”) from 
the cross (27:40,42). The angel’s descent was part of God’s decisive answer to 
demonstrate victory over death and the grave.

• The angel approached the tomb. The guard detail that had been posted 
was meant to prevent the disciples from secretly taking Jesus’ body from 
the tomb. The guards were powerless, however, to prevent the supernatural 
intervention of God’s angel. God is able to overcome the most stubborn of 
evil human intentions.

• The angel rolled back the stone. This action was not done so as to allow 
the resurrected Jesus to exit the tomb; walls were no barrier to Him (John 
20:19). Rather, the stone was rolled away to signify death’s defeat and to 
allow first the women and later some of the apostles to confirm the tomb was 
empty. No human being witnessed the actual resurrection, but numerous 
individuals were able to testify as eyewitnesses about the aftereffects. 

• The angel sat atop the stone in anticipation of the women’s arrival. 
According to Luke’s Gospel as well as John’s Gospel, there were two angels at 
the tomb (Luke 24:4; John 20:12). Matthew chose to focus on the one angel 
who communicated with the women. The larger point is that the good news 
about both Jesus’ birth and His resurrection was announced by heavenly 
messengers (see Luke 2:9-11; Matt. 28:5-6). 

VERSE 3

His appearance was like lightning, and his clothing was as white 
as snow. 
The biblical language for describing God’s angels is interesting. For example, 
an angel could appear in the simple form of young man dressed in white (Mark 
16:5). At other times, an angel’s appearance was portrayed as dazzling and 
overwhelming, for angels visibly reflected the glory of God and, in so doing, 
caused people to tremble in fear. Indeed, the angel at Jesus’ tomb appeared 
like lightning, and his clothing was as white as snow. The description is 
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strikingly similar to Jesus’ glorious appearance at His transfiguration (see 
Matt. 17:2). Thus, the angel’s appearance can be thought of as borrowing 
from the splendor of the resurrected Jesus. 

VERSE 4

The guards were so shaken by fear of him that they became like 
dead men. 
The guards stationed at the tomb evidently saw the angel’s descent from 
heaven and watched as the angel rolled away the stone. The guards had 
the typical reaction of human beings in Scripture who are confronted by 
angels—they quaked in fear. Presumably these were tough, hardened 
individuals who had seen their share of life-and-death situations. But they 
had never come face-to-face before with such an awesome heavenly being. 
They became like dead men. This phrase could mean either that the guards 
fainted or they became so paralyzed with fear they couldn’t move. Whatever 
the case, the irony of the situation is classic: men assigned to guard the dead 
became like dead men, while the dead One who had been put in the tomb was 
not there but was alive.

THE RISEN KING ANNOUNCED (Matt. 28:5-10)

The angel announced to Mary Magdalene and the others that Jesus had been 
raised from the dead and asked them to share this news with the disciples. 
While they were on the way, they met Jesus and worshiped Him. He assured 
the women and repeated the directions delivered by the angel.

VERSE 5

The angel told the women, “Don’t be afraid, because I know you 
are looking for Jesus who was crucified. 
The women also were frightened by the angel’s appearance, although 
Matthew did not state this fact directly (compare Mark 16:5; Luke 24:5). 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Angel” on pages 66-67 in the Holman Illustrated 
Bible Dictionary. Why do you think people’s initial reaction to the presence 
of angels in Scripture typically was great fear? What are some ways—other 
than angels—that God communicates His messages to people today? 
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The angel quickly reassured the women (something the angel did not do 
for the guards). Matthew recorded the angel’s words of comfort: Don’t be 
afraid (“fear not,” KJV). The angel knew the reason the women had come to 
the gravesite. They had come expecting to tend to the bloody, beaten, lifeless 
body of Jesus who was crucified. The angel had an unexpected message of 
good news for the women. 

VERSE 6

He is not here. For he has risen, just as he said. Come and see the 
place where he lay. 
The angel’s announcement of good news began with a proclamation and 
concluded with an invitation. The proclamation contained three important 
pieces of information:

• First, he is not here. If the women were looking for Jesus, then they 
were looking in the wrong place. No living person would linger in a tomb. The 
angel did not tell the women at that point exactly where Jesus was; he simply 
told them where Jesus was not. Then the angel proclaimed even better news.

• Second, he has risen. The Greek verb form indicates an action completed 
in the past whose effects remain complete in the present and into the future. 
Before the women arrived at the tomb, even before the angel descended from 
heaven, Jesus had been fully, completely, and everlastingly raised from the 
dead. When Jesus cried out “it is finished” (John 19:30) on the cross, He was 
declaring the completion of His atoning sacrifice for sinners. When the angel 
proclaimed at the empty tomb he has risen, it was the declaration of Jesus’ 
full and final victory over sin, death, and the grave. 

• Third, just as he said. Each time Jesus specifically warned His disciples 
about His upcoming suffering and death, He also predicted that He would 
be resurrected (see 16:21; 17:23; 20:19). The disciples seemed unable to fully 
grasp either the warning or the prediction at the time. With this reminder, 
the angel helped prepare Jesus’ followers for His appearances.

Then the angel moved from proclamation to invitation. The women were 
invited to come and see the place where he lay. Validating the message that 
Jesus was raised from the dead would begin with eyewitness confirmation 
that His body was no longer in the tomb. Even more substantial evidence 
would follow when the risen Jesus appeared in bodily form to His followers 
on multiple occasions. 

Some Bible scholars have noted that one factor pointing to the historical 
reliability of the Gospels’ account of Jesus’ resurrection is that women were 
the first witnesses. In first-century Jewish culture, women’s testimony was 
not considered legally binding. If the Gospel writers had concocted the story 
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of Jesus’ resurrection, they would not have written that women were the 
first witnesses to hear and tell others about such an event

VERSE 7

Then go quickly and tell his disciples, ‘He has risen from the dead 
and indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; you will see him 
there.’ Listen, I have told you.” 
Whether or not the women were fully convinced of all they had heard, the 
angel immediately commissioned them to go quickly and tell [Jesus’] 
disciples the good news. They were to deliver a version of the same 
proclamation they had received—Jesus has risen from the dead—and 
then to issue an invitation for the disciples to see not just an empty tomb but 
the risen Lord Himself! Thus, these women would become not only the first 
witnesses of the resurrection but also the first proclaimers of the good news. 

Two details of the message for the disciples deserve further comment. 
First, the meeting between the resurrected Jesus and His disciples would 
take place in Galilee. Galilee was the home region of the eleven remaining 
apostles (after Judas’s suicide) and the area where most of Jesus’ ministry 
had taken place. By including this geographical detail, Matthew was pointing 
ahead to the location where Jesus would give His followers (the church) their 
marching orders in the Great Commission (Matt. 28:16-20). 

The angel’s concluding statement (Listen, I have told you) both urged 
the women to fulfill their task and declared that the angel’s work was done. 
Presumably the angel would return immediately to the heavenly realm. 
Now the first witnesses needed to follow through on their assignment.

VERSE 8

So, departing quickly from the tomb with fear and great joy, they 
ran to tell his disciples the news. 
The women did not hesitate. They left quickly to carry out their assignment, 
to tell [the] disciples about Jesus’ resurrection and His instructions to meet 
Him in Galilee. Yet the women bore mixed emotions as they walked back 
into the city. On one hand, they battled a nagging fear. Had this encounter 
been real? Had Jesus truly been raised from the dead? They had observed the 
empty tomb, but they had not actually seen the risen Lord. (They were about 
to see Him, however!) The women’s first steps of obedience to the angel’s 
instructions were steps of faith, not sight. 

On the other hand, the women felt great joy. Jesus’ resurrection changed 
everything! The grave was empty; death had been defeated. Jesus was alive! 
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VERSE 9

Just then Jesus met them and said, “Greetings! ” They came up, 
took hold of his feet, and worshiped him. 
The women’s obedient faith became glorious sight: Jesus met them. As 
proof of His real, bodily presence, Jesus spoke an ordinary, cheerful greeting 
to the women. Further, Jesus’ resurrection body was touchable. The women 
approached Jesus, took hold of his feet, and worshiped him. Thus, His 
appearance was neither a dream nor a hallucination. This was the same Jesus 
they had heard and touched before His crucifixion and burial. 

The Greek word rendered worshiped literally means “to fall prostrate before 
and kiss [the feet].” The term reflected an ancient custom of submitting 
oneself in a most humble posture before a king or deity. These followers of 
Jesus paid homage to their Messiah-King, now standing before them as the 
resurrected Lord and Savior. 

VERSE 10

Then Jesus told them, “Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers 
to leave for Galilee, and they will see me there.” 
Jesus repeated the same words of encouragement and instruction the 
women had previously heard from the angel. Any nagging fears the women 
had concerning the reality of Jesus’ resurrection could now be released. They 
had seen, heard, and touched the risen Christ. They could now proceed in 
fearless faith to carry Christ’s message to the others. 

Jesus’ instructions to the women mirrored the angel’s words with one 
exception. Jesus personalized the reference to His disciples in the phrase my 
brothers. By using this warm, familial term, Jesus affirmed His love and 
continued acceptance of the apostles, most of whom had deserted Jesus’ side 
after His arrest in the garden. They were co-laborers with Him in His Father’s 
work. Later, New Testament writers commonly used the term brothers in 
reference to all believers (Acts 1:15; Phil. 4:1; Heb. 3:1; Jas. 1:19; 1 John 3:16). 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Resurrection of Jesus the Christ” on pages 1381-
1382 in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary. When have you had an 
opportunity to respond to a critic’s argument that the resurrection did not 
really occur? What answers did you offer in response to the critic’s views? 
Why is it important for believers today to be prepared to give a reasoned, 
biblical response to such critics?
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THE COVER-UP CONCOCTED (Matt. 28:11-15)

The guards who had been stationed at Jesus’ tomb reported to the chief 
priests. The priests paid them and offered protection if they would say that 
the disciples had stolen Jesus’ body.

VERSE 11

As they were on their way, some of the guards came into the city 
and reported to the chief priests everything that had happened. 
Matthew reported in 28:4 that the guards panicked and became “like dead 
men” when the angel descended from heaven and rolled back the stone. 
How long the guards remained in this state is unclear. At some point—no 
doubt after the angel and the women had departed—the guards regained 
their composure (or consciousness) and took stock of the scene. Perhaps they 
peeked inside the tomb or, if not, they saw that it was open. We can imagine 
these dazed, terrified men looking nervously at one another and asking, 
“What do we do now?” 

At least some of the guards made their way back into Jerusalem and 
reported to the chief priests everything that had happened. These 
guards could have been either Roman soldiers or Jewish temple police. In 
either case, they knew that the Jewish religious leaders were behind the 
scheme to secure the tomb. The phrase everything that had happened probably 
did not include testimony about Jesus’ resurrection. Rather, the guards 
simply reported that the previously sealed tomb now lay open and empty. 

VERSES 12-13

After the priests had assembled with the elders and agreed on a 
plan, they gave the soldiers a large sum of money and told them, 
“Say this, ‘His disciples came during the night and stole him while 
we were sleeping.’
The guards’ report came as a shock to the Jewish religious leaders. The 
situation demanded coordinated action. Thus, the priests convened a 
meeting with the elders—perhaps a reference to a gathering of the entire 
Sanhedrin [san HEE drihn], or Jewish governing council. They settled on a 
plan that included committing bribery and spreading misinformation.

Matthew did not want his readers to miss the evil irony of the leaders’ 
actions. As covenant leaders, the priests and elders were to be characterized 
by justice and truth. In their opposition to Jesus and the gospel, however, 
they bribed the soldiers with a large sum of money to give false testimony. 
Even more ironic, the soldiers were instructed to publicly report that Jesus’ 
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disciples had sneaked into the graveyard during the night while the soldiers 
were asleep and had stolen Jesus’ body from the tomb. This had been the 
very excuse the Jewish leaders used with Pilate to demand that guards be 
posted at the tomb (see 27:64). 

The Jewish leaders and the soldiers did not deny the fact of the empty 
tomb. Instead, they sought to explain it away through deception. Throughout 
the centuries since Jesus’ day, skeptics have concocted other deceptive 
stories to try to explain away the reality of the resurrection. However, all of 
those deceptive tales melt away when compared to the reliable evidence—
eyewitness, biblical, historical, and spiritual—in favor of the resurrection. 

VERSES 14-15

If this reaches the governor’s ears, we will deal with him and keep 
you out of trouble.” They took the money and did as they were 
instructed, and this story has been spread among Jewish people 
to this day.  
The story concocted by the Jewish leaders and perpetuated by the soldiers  
had a downside for the guards—especially if the guards were Roman 
soldiers. For Roman soldiers to be caught sleeping on the job could bring 
severe penalties, even death. Thus, the Jewish leaders promised to deal with 
the governor (Pilate) to keep [the soldiers] out of trouble. The implication 
may be that the Jewish leaders stood ready to bribe the governor if needed. 

Verse 15b suggests the reason that Matthew included the account of the 
guards. The false story they told was still being spread at the time Matthew 
wrote his Gospel. Matthew exposed the story as a deception fueled by bribery.

Consider some the implications of this study. First, Jesus conquered death, 
affirming His lordship and giving all believers hope. Second, the risen Lord 
is worthy of our worship. Third, the truth of Jesus’ resurrection is based on 
trustworthy evidence and is the cornerstone of Christian faith. 
 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Church leaders in the years following the New Testament period articulated 
three essential beliefs regarding Jesus’ resurrection: (1) the same body 
that was placed in the tomb came out of the tomb; (2) Jesus’ resurrected 
body was real and material, not a phantom; (3) Jesus’ resurrection was an 
actual event in time and space, not a vision or figment of His followers’ 
imagination. Do you agree these are essential beliefs regarding Jesus’ 
resurrection? Why or why not? How do these beliefs impact your view 
concerning the believer’s hope of resurrection? 
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What About the 
Future?
Jesus will return at the end of time, so preparations must 
be made.

Human beings seemingly have an innate curiosity to know the future. 
Soothsayers, astrologists, and fortune-tellers of all stripes have never lacked 
for business from the earliest times of recorded human history until today. 
I have long wondered, though, why we do not hear about fortune-tellers 
winning lotteries and jackpots more frequently than others do. Could they 
be hoodwinking their customers? 

Sometimes even Christians get caught up in unhealthy speculation about 
the future, especially regarding the end times. Many are curious to know 
every detail of Christ’s return, despite Jesus’ clear teaching that “concerning 
that day and hour no one knows—neither the angels of heaven nor the Son—
except the Father alone” (Matt. 24:36). In my lifetime there have been at 
least two big waves of a phenomenon I call “second-coming fever.” One wave 
happened in the 1970s–80s; the second occurred around the turn of the new 
millennium. (Do you recall the Y2K uproar?) During both of these times, 
many Christians worldwide seemed to go far beyond the biblical injunction 
to be alert for Christ’s return through confident, holy living. Speculators set 
specific dates for the return. As those dates approached, some people quit 
their jobs, sold all their possessions, and gathered in enclaves to await the 
Lord’s coming. When the dates proved incorrect, speculators simply adjusted 
their calculations and set new dates—which also were proved wrong. 

What is the truth about the future and Christ’s return? This is the very 
question Jesus’ disciples asked Him as they sat on the Mount of Olives 
overlooking the majestic temple in Jerusalem. We’re still asking that question 
today as believers who, quite frankly, see the world around us in a terrible 
mess. We are wise to focus again on Jesus’ teachings about His return. Doing 
so will keep us confident and alert about His certain return, while we avoid 
needless speculation about unknowable details. 

Session 8 > Matthew 24:36-51
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 24:1–25:46

The Tuesday of Jesus’ final week on earth (that is, before His resurrection) 
has been called “Teaching Tuesday.” It was a day during which Jesus spent 
much time in the temple area debating with Jewish religious leaders who 
opposed Him and warning them through parables. (See a timeline sketch of 
the week in the “Understand the Context” section of Session 5.) In Matthew’s 
Gospel, the events of “Teaching Tuesday” cover about five chapters (21:18–
26:5). Chapters 24–25 report Jesus’ teaching His disciples about the temple’s 
(and Jerusalem’s) coming destruction as well as about His return and the end 
of the age. This teaching took place on the Mount of Olives; thus, it has been 
called the Olivet Discourse, the fifth of Jesus’ lengthy discourses Matthew 
wove into the fabric of his Gospel (see also chaps. 5–7; 10; 13; 18). 

The Olivet Discourse was prompted by a prophecy Jesus spoke, followed 
by two questions His disciples asked in response to the prophecy. According 
to 24:1, Jesus and His disciples were departing the temple area. Perhaps they 
were leaving the city at this time to return to Bethany for the evening. As 
they exited the temple courtyards, the disciples called Jesus’ attention to the 
impressive temple buildings. His response must have shaken the disciples 
to the core. Jesus predicted that one day “not one stone will be left here on 
another that will not be thrown down” (24:2). 

The Mount of Olives overlooked the temple area from the east. As Jesus sat 
on the mountain, perhaps gazing back at the temple buildings once more, His 
disciples came to Him and posed two questions regarding the prophecy He 
had uttered. First, they wanted to know when the predicted destruction of the 
temple would occur. Second, they wanted to know what sign to look for that 
would signal Jesus’ return and the end of the age (24:3). The disciples probably 
assumed there was a direct link between these events, an assumption Jesus 
would correct. On the other hand, Jesus had spoken to His disciples about 
last things on at least two previous occasions (16:27-28; 19:28-30). 

Bible scholars have debated at what point (or points) in the Olivet 
Discourse Jesus moved from answering the disciples’ first question about 
when the temple would be destroyed (it happened in A.D. 70, nearly 40 years 
after Jesus made the prediction) and began to answer the second question 
about the sign of His glorious second coming and its aftermath. Without 
question, the focal passage for this session is part of Jesus’ response to the 
disciples’ second question. It gives us teachings about His return and how we 
as believers are to live in confident expectation of it. Whether His return is 
near or distant in time, we are to live alert, faithful lives. 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
BE REMINDED (Matt. 24:36-41)

Jesus compared His second coming to the flood of Noah’s day. His emphasis 
was that both events were unexpected and sudden. 

VERSE 36

“Now concerning that day and hour no one knows—neither the 
angels of heaven nor the Son—except the Father alone. 
In 24:30, Jesus declared that He would return one day—visibly, powerfully, 
and in fulfillment of Daniel’s prophetic vision of the coming of the heavenly 
Son of Man (see Dan. 7:13-14). Just as Daniel neither knew nor prophesied 
an exact time for that event, Jesus likewise informed His disciples that no 
one knows … except the Father alone when Christ’s return will occur. 

The phrase day and hour was simply a way of saying “time” in the general 
sense. Some well-meaning Christians have insisted that they have figured out 
the time (or even the year) of His return, even though they refuse to speculate 
on the exact day (24-hour period) or exact hour (60-minute period). Such 
reasoning, however, misses Jesus’ point. The Father does not need or want 
His people to spend their lives speculating about the divine calendar.

The angels of heaven are finite, created beings. Perhaps we are not 
surprised to learn that they, like human beings, do not know the time of 
Christ’s return. But what are we to make of Jesus’ statement that not even 
the Son knows? How can this be? 

First, let us admit that we are confronted with a mystery. The Scripture 
is clear when it declares that from the moment of His incarnation Jesus 
was (and is) Immanuel, meaning “God is with us” (Matt. 1:23). He was (and 
remains) fully God and fully human—the unique God-Man. The apostle 
Paul brilliantly described Jesus’ life on earth in this way: “[He], existing in 
the form of God, did not consider equality with God as something to be 
exploited. Instead he emptied himself by assuming the form of a servant, 
taking on the likeness of humanity” (Phil. 2:6-7a). 

Many Bible scholars understand Paul’s description to mean that Jesus 
willingly limited Himself from using His divine nature while on earth. He 
did so for the purpose of fully experiencing life as a human being. Thus, 
Jesus was acknowledging to His disciples that in His incarnate state He truly 
did not know the time of His return. Perhaps, however, it is reasonable to 
conclude that now, with Jesus Christ seated at the right hand of the Father, 
the omniscient Son of God knows when He will return for His people. 
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VERSE 37

As the days of Noah were, so the coming of the Son of Man will be. 
The disciples no doubt would have been familiar with the scriptural account 
of the worldwide flood (see Gen. 6–9). Jesus invited them to think about the 
timing of His return in comparison with the days of Noah. The phrase the 
days of Noah (“Noe,” KJV) pointed primarily to the widespread corruption 
of that time: people gave no thought to God, much less to the possibility 
of God’s judgment coming on them. Nevertheless, Jesus’ reference to the 
documented events of Noah’s day lent proof to the claim that Jesus’ second 
coming also would be a real event—albeit an event still to come in the future.  

The term rendered coming (Greek, parousia [puh ROO zhee uh]) literally 
refers to the arrival of a person to a location. In the Gospels, this noun is 
found only in Matthew 24 (24:3,27,37,39), each time with reference to Jesus’ 
second coming. 

VERSES 38-39a

For in those days before the flood they were eating and drinking, 
marrying and giving in marriage, until the day Noah boarded 
the ark. They didn’t know until the flood came and swept them 
all away. 
The common events of human culture continued in Noah’s day until he and 
his family boarded the ark. Everyday activities (eating and drinking) as 
well as times of celebration (marrying and giving in marriage) went on 
as usual. In their arrogance and ungodliness, the people paid no attention 
to the sign that God’s judgment was approaching—the sign of the ark Noah 
was building. 

The words they didn’t know (“they were unaware,” ESV; “they knew 
nothing about what would happen,” NIV) in Matthew 24:39a could refer to 
the people’s unawareness of both the timing of God’s judgment and the type 
of judgment that was imminent. There is a case to be made that not even 
Noah knew the precise timing of the coming flood. Some Bible students point 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Second Coming” on pages 1456-1457 in the 
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary. What emotions do you have when you 
think about Christ’s return? Explain. How does certainty about the fact of 
His return yet unawareness of the exact day impact your day-to-day life?
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to the notice of “120 years” given in Genesis 6:3 as possibly being a timeline 
leading to the flood. However, that notation may refer simply to a shortened 
lifespan as part of God’s judgment for human corruption. God did not tell 
Noah directly about the 120-year notice. Rather, a day simply came after the 
ark’s completion when God told Noah and his family to enter the ark with all 
the pairs of creatures (see Heb. 11:7; 1 Pet. 3:20). Only then did God indicate 
that the rains would begin in exactly seven days (Gen. 7:4). By then it was too 
late for other people to gain refuge in the ark. The flood came exactly as God 
said and swept them all away. 

In thinking about the flood, we should note that Noah and his family 
were prepared for the flood; everyone else was unprepared. Noah and his 
family lived in constant readiness and willing obedience to God. Likewise, at 
Christ’s return there will be only two types of people: (1) the prepared and 
ready (believers) and (2) the unprepared and doomed (unbelievers).

VERSES 39b-41

This is the way the coming of the Son of Man will be. Then two 
men will be in the field; one will be taken and one left. Two 
women will be grinding grain with a hand mill; one will be taken 
and one left. 
In 24:39b, Jesus repeated the point of comparison He had stated in 24:37. 
That is, just as many people perished in the flood of Noah’s day because they 
were unprepared, so too will many be caught unprepared at Christ’s return, 
the coming of the Son of Man. Similar to Noah’s day, people at the time of 
the second coming will be engaged in everyday activities. 

Jesus mentioned two such activities that were commonplace sights 
in first-century Judea. Jewish life at that time still was predominantly a 
farming society. Thus, seeing two men … in the field and two women … 
grinding grain with a hand mill would be ordinary, everyday sights. Then, 
however, Jesus took the illustration in an unexpected direction. He asked 
His disciples to imagine a stark separation occurring in both scenes. In the 
field and at the mill, one of the two people was suddenly taken and the other 
was left.

Bible scholars have interpreted Jesus’ illustration differently, especially in 
light of the fact that Jesus did not identify who (or what) took one individual 
from each pair or for what reason half the individuals were taken away and 
half were left behind. Some interpreters, pointing to 24:31, associate the 
illustration with the rapture, a proposed end-time event in which Christ 
takes believers to heaven and leaves unbelievers on the earth to face great 
tribulation. Other scholars, however, connect the illustration to 24:39 and 
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suggest that the ones taken away coincide with the people of Noah’s day who 
were “swept … away” by the flood. In either interpretation, the main point 
of the illustration underscores the sharp division that will occur at Christ’s 
second coming. The prepared will be saved, but the unprepared will be lost. 
Preparation must occur before that unknown day; afterward will be too late. 

BE ALERT (Matt. 24:42-44)

Jesus prepared the disciples for His death by pointing to His return. He 
reminded them that they needed to be alert for His return because they did 
not know when this would take place. 

VERSE 42

Therefore be alert, since you don’t know what day your Lord 
is coming. 
This verse brilliantly summarizes Jesus’ entire teaching in Matthew 24–25. 
Consider the logic of what Jesus taught about His return:

• Your Lord is coming. The certainty of Christ’s return is fixed. It is as 
sure as the fact of His first coming—the incarnation. It is as sure as every 
promise God has made. With the words your Lord, Jesus was targeting those 
who submit to Him as Lord and Savior.

• You don’t know what day. Christ’s followers need not be anxious about 
not knowing the exact day of His return. God is never early or late in carrying 
out His perfect plan of salvation. Discipleship requires that all followers of 
Jesus live in faithful obedience to Him. Because He is our Lord and Master, 
our primary responsibility is to trust Him in all things; in this context, we 
are to trust Him with the timing of His return.

• Therefore be alert. The verb translated be alert can also be rendered 
“watch” or “stay awake.” It is the same verb Jesus would use in asking Peter, 
James, and John to watch with Him as He prayed in the garden of Gethsemane 
(26:38,41). We demonstrate spiritual alertness by living faithfully for Christ, 
not by trying to calculate the timing of His return. We also stay alert by 
refusing to go along with those who deny His coming (see 2 Pet. 3:3-4).

VERSE 43

But know this: If the homeowner had known what time the thief 
was coming, he would have stayed alert and not let his house be 
broken into. 
Jesus had emphasized the suddenness of His coming with both the illustration 
of Noah’s flood and the illustration of the men in the field and the women 
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grinding grain. Now he turned to another analogy, this time stressing the 
urgency of preparation and alertness. He mentioned a homeowner who was 
not prepared. A thief came unexpectedly and broke into the owner’s house. 
The phrase broken into literally means “dug through,” a phrase that makes 
sense especially in regard to ancient mud-walled houses. 

Jesus had two points in mind: (1) People must always be ready for Christ’s 
return; and (2) when Christ returns, some people will be caught off guard. 
Jesus was not portraying Himself as a lawbreaker. By analogy, He was 
stressing how horrible that His coming will be for those who have not made 
preparation. Peter and John later used similar imagery in their writings (see 
2 Pet. 3:10; Rev. 3:3). 

VERSE 44

This is why you are also to be ready, because the Son of Man is 
coming at an hour you do not expect. 
Jesus reiterated the point He made in 24:36. The fact of His coming is certain. 
People do not and will not know beforehand the exact time of His return. 
Therefore, we must always be ready. The term ready conveys a similar sense 
as “alert” (24:42), with the added implication that preparation must be made.

BE FAITHFUL (Matt. 24:45-47)

Jesus challenged His disciples to be faithful to Him as they anticipated His 
return. He promised that faithful followers would be rewarded.

VERSE 45

Who then is a faithful and wise servant, whom his master has put 
in charge of his household, to give them food at the proper time? 
Some Bible scholars have interpreted 24:45-51 as one of several parables 
Jesus told in the Olivet Discourse (see also 24:32; 25:1-12,14-30). Whether 
or not the passage is strictly a parable in form, it functions similarly to reveal  
important spiritual truth through a common, real-life scenario. 

EXPLORE FURTHER
How would you explain to a non-Christian friend what it means to be 
ready for Christ’s return? In practical terms, what would you say being 
ready for Christ’s return means for the believer?
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In the first half of the scenario (24:45-47), Jesus depicted a prosperous 
landowner with a staff of servants who took care of all the needs of his 
household. Further, the landowner designated one of his most trusted and 
capable servants as a manager. This servant was responsible for keeping 
things running, especially at times when the landowner was away. A crucial 
responsibility was to give [all the workers] food at the proper time. The 
phrase at the proper time (“in due season,” KJV) likely involved providing 
meals at least twice daily. Any servant who consistently fulfilled such a 
responsibility would be deemed not only faithful but also wise. That is, 
the servant trusted and obeyed his master, but further, the servant had 
compassion for and wisely understood the value of caring for all the others.

VERSE 46

Blessed is that servant whom the master finds doing his job when 
he comes. 
Jesus further explained that a “faithful and wise servant” (24:45) is one 
who keeps doing his job whether the master is present or away from the 
household. Such servants are motivated by more than external rules or a fear 
of punishment. They are guided by a deep, genuine desire to please the master 
and to carry out his business.  

According to Jesus, such servants are blessed. The biblical concept of 
blessedness involves more than happiness; it carries the sense of divine favor 
and spiritual well-being. Thus, serving Christ faithfully until He returns shows 
that the believer is both right with God and spiritually whole, or complete.

VERSE 47

Truly I tell you, he will put him in charge of all his possessions. 
The phrase truly I tell you is a solemn affirmation of the truthfulness of 
what follows. The master who finds his servant faithfully doing the job 
assigned will give that servant even greater responsibilities. He will happily 
put that servant in charge of all his possessions. Jesus emphasized this 
truth similarly in His parable of the talents (25:14-30). 

EXPLORE FURTHER
What familiar scenario of life today might Jesus have used in telling this 
story? In your view, how is the Christian life similar to working at a job 
or career? How is it dissimilar? What would you identify as the greatest 
blessings of serving Christ? 
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BE WARNED (Matt. 24:48-51)

In the second half of His master-servant scenario, Jesus described the 
opposite situation—an unfaithful, wicked servant. This part of the story was 
a warning to people who reject Christ and thus are unprepared for His return.

VERSES 48-49

But if that wicked servant says in his heart, ‘My master is 
delayed,’ and starts to beat his fellow servants, and eats and 
drinks with drunkards,
Jesus kept the story’s focus on the servant who was in charge of the household 
while the master was away. Now, however, that … servant was described as 
wicked, not faithful. Jesus did not explain why a wicked servant would be 
given such a responsibility. (Had this servant served only from duty or fear? 
Had he merely pretended to care about the landowner and his household?) 
Instead, Jesus pointed to the servant’s evil behavior, which emerged when the 
servant realized his master was delayed (“staying away a long time,” NIV). 

Jesus may have been giving His followers (and us) a subtle warning not 
to misread the situation regarding the timing of His second coming. That 
timing is the Heavenly Father’s decision. Christ’s followers can be sure that 
even if His return seems delayed to them, it will occur at the precise time the 
Father has planned for it. That day will be the perfect time. 

An evil heart eventually expresses itself in evil actions. Instead of doing 
his job, the wicked servant began to abuse his fellow servants. He beat 
them. Further, he took the provisions meant for the landowner’s household 
and wasted them by eating and drinking with drunkards. In other words, 
the wicked servant fed those he should not have fed, while he did not feed 
those he should have fed.

VERSE 50

that servant’s master will come on a day he does not expect him 
and at an hour he does not know. 
The master’s perceived delay lulled the wicked slave into a false sense of 
security. Perhaps the servant thought that he would have plenty of time to 
make amends for his bad behavior, to clean up the mess he had made. Or 
maybe he convinced himself that something had happened and that the 
master would never return. Whatever the case, the master’s return in such 
a scenario would surely come on a day and at an hour that the servant did 
not expect. There would be no time for making amends. More significantly, 
the servant could neither take back nor hide his evil deeds. 
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We must be careful not to misinterpret this passage as meaning that 
faithful Christians might one day revert to wickedness and thus lose their 
salvation. Jesus’ point was that in the period of time between His ascension 
and His second coming—a duration known only to God—people will show 
by their actions what is truly in their hearts. Faithful and wise believers will 
carry out the Lord’s work consistently and with pleasure; they will realize 
how blessed they are to be servants of Christ. Conversely, those who reject 
Christ or only pretend to follow Him will reveal their wicked hearts by 
committing evil deeds and supposing they will never have to answer for their 
wickedness. If they continue in their wickedness, they will be both shocked 
by and unprepared for the day of Christ’s certain return.

VERSE 51

He will cut him to pieces and assign him a place with the 
hypocrites, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”  
Jesus described the master’s punishment of the wicked servant in savage, 
frightening terms. It is a sobering reminder to us that hell is a real place and 
a real destiny for those who do not trust in Jesus Christ for salvation. 

The wicked servant’s fate was described in three stark images. The first 
image was that of a horrible death: he would be cut … to pieces. This was not 
unlike the language and tone Jesus had used earlier in His parables directed 
at the Jewish religious leaders (see Matt. 21:41; 22:13). The second image 
was that of being consigned to a place with the hypocrites. Third, Jesus 
described the wicked servant’s punishment as a place where there will be 
weeping and gnashing of teeth. As a description of eternal punishment, 
this phrase describes the bitter sorrow, intense anger (at oneself), and extreme 
disappointment that will be the constant experience of the wicked in hell. 

Consider these concluding thoughts. First, Christ’s return is certain, 
but many will fail to prepare for it. Second, Christians are to be alert for 
His coming by living faithfully as Christ’s servants. Third, those who reject 
Christ or only pretend to serve Him will be unprepared for His return.

EXPLORE FURTHER
Many of Jesus’ warnings in the Gospels targeted groups and individuals 
who claimed to be righteous but who actually were pretenders. Read 
Matthew 23:1-36 and respond to the following: (1) Whom did Jesus target 
with His warnings? (2) What are ways those groups/individuals practiced 
hypocrisy? (3) What were Jesus’ warnings? (4) What lessons can today’s 
believers draw from this exercise that relate to Christ’s return?
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How Do We 
Remember?
Jesus’ sacrifice is to be reverently remembered through the 
observing of the Lord’s Supper.

“Remember the Alamo!” These words still strike a note of great pride in the 
hearts of many Americans, especially those born and raised in the state of 
Texas. It became the rallying cry for Texas’s independence from Mexico after 
approximately 1,500 Mexican troops, commanded personally by President-
General Antonio López de Santa Anna, conducted a “take-no-prisoners” 
assault against fewer than 200 Texas freedom fighters defending the small, 
fortified Alamo mission near San Antonio. Although the defenders fought 
bravely against overwhelming odds, nearly all were killed. However, their 
bravery and sacrifice convinced many other Texans to join the fight for 
independence. Today the Alamo is commonly referred to as “the shrine of 
Texas liberty”; it is one of our nation’s most visited historical sites.

As citizens of the United States, we rightly honor the memories of untold 
numbers of people, dates, places, and events. On one hand, we keep these 
precious memories alive by observing rituals—parades, reenactments, 
family gatherings, even moments of silent reflection. On the other hand, we 
keep these memories alive by telling and retelling the stories linked to them. 

For Christians all over the world, the Lord’s Supper serves as a deeply 
meaningful, important act of devotion by which to honor the Lord Jesus 
Christ and to tell the gospel story. Jesus established the Lord’s Supper in the 
final week of His life on earth, even as He and His disciples celebrated the 
Passover, the most significant festival of Israelite faith in the Old Testament. 

In this session, we will discover that Jesus intentionally chose to establish 
the Lord’s Supper in connection with the Passover celebration. In marking 
the Lord’s deliverance of the Israelites from Egyptian slavery, the Passover 
foreshadowed the miraculous rescue from sin that Jesus would give to those 
who trust in Him. Jesus is the Hero worthy of our utmost honor. His atoning 
death and resurrection is the greatest story ever told—and retold. 

Session 9 > Matthew 26:17-30
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 26:1-35

Jesus had warned His disciples three times about the suffering that lay ahead 
for Him in Jerusalem (16:21; 17:22-23; 20:17-19). He knew that His suffering 
and death would coincide with the celebration of the annual Passover festival. 
During that week, the city of Jerusalem would be overflowing with people—
residents, visitors, and pilgrims from all over the known world. 

As we have seen in previous sessions, Jesus spent much time on Tuesday of 
Passover week in the temple courtyards. There He used parables to confront 
the Jewish religious leaders about their rejection of Him as the Messiah-
King. The leaders in turn tried to trap Jesus with trick questions designed 
to give them a reason to arrest Him (21:46). Finally, Jesus had enough and 
delivered a scathing indictment of the scribes and Pharisees (23:1-36). He 
exposed their hypocrisy, calling them snakes and warning that they had no 
hope of escaping “being condemned to hell” (23:33). 

The religious leaders’ hostility toward Jesus grew to a fever pitch. Jesus 
again warned His disciples about what lay ahead for Him (26:1-2). Meanwhile 
the religious leaders gathered at the high priest’s palace to plan their move 
against Jesus. They agreed that it was best to wait until after the festival 
concluded, lest the people turn on them in riots (26:3-5). However, at some 
time between Tuesday afternoon and Thursday morning, their plan to get rid 
of Jesus took definite form. They received unexpected help from one of His 
disciples, Judas Iscariot, who agreed—for the price of 30 pieces of silver—to 
lead a mob to arrest Jesus at the first good opportunity (see 26:14-16). 

Many Bible scholars suggest that Jesus and His disciples remained in 
Bethany on Wednesday of Passover week. During the day, a woman anointed 
Jesus’ head with a very expensive oil. Some of the disciples thought she was 
being wasteful. Jesus, however, commended her extravagant act of devotion 
as preparation for His burial (26:6-13). By placing this account between the 
accounts of the leaders’ conspiracy and Judas’s treacherous bargain, Matthew 
contrasted love and devotion for Jesus (expressed by the woman) with hatred 
and distrust of Jesus (expressed by Judas and the Jewish leaders).

The events described in 26:17-35 occurred on Thursday of Passion Week 
(see the “Understand the Context” section of Session 5). Matthew 26:17-30, 
the focal passage for this session, describes the instructions Jesus gave His 
disciples on Thursday morning for making their Passover meal arrangements 
(26:17-19); the group’s celebration of the Passover meal on Thursday evening, 
including Jesus’ solemn prediction during the supper that one of the disciples 
would betray Him (26:20-25); and Jesus’ establishing the Lord’s Supper by 
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identifying the bread and wine of the Passover with His body and blood that, 
when sacrificed, would establish the new covenant in God’s kingdom (26:26-
30; see also Jer. 31:31-34). 

After the Passover meal was concluded, Jesus and His disciples left the 
city for the Mount of Olives, where they would spend the night. Along the 
way Jesus prophesied that all of His disciples would desert Him but that He 
would see them again after His resurrection. Peter foolishly boasted that he 
would never run away from Jesus. Jesus predicted that Peter not only would 
run away but also would deny Him three times (Matt. 26:31-35).

EXPLORE THE TEXT
PREPARATION (Matt. 26:17-19)

In these verses, we will observe how Jesus directed His disciples to make 
provisions for their observance of the Passover meal.

VERSE 17

On the first day of Unleavened Bread the disciples came to Jesus 
and asked, “Where do you want us to make preparations for you 
to eat the Passover?” 
By Jesus’ day, the Passover celebration and the week-long Festival of 
Unleavened Bread overlapped (see Lev. 23:4-8; Mark 14:1,12; Luke 22:7). 
Both festivals commemorated God’s deliverance of the Israelites out of 
Egypt (Deut. 16:1-8). The first day of Unleavened Bread (Thursday) 
was what might be called “Passover Eve.” That is, it was the day for 
making final preparations for the Passover meal that would be eaten 
that evening. (First-century Jews reckoned a day as beginning at one 
sundown—approximately six p.m.—and running to the next.) All yeast 
and foods containing yeast were removed from the house. At twilight, 
the sacrificial Passover lamb was slaughtered, dressed, and cooked (Ex. 
12:6). The meal took place later in the evening.

The Passover meal typically was an extended family gathering, with 
the father or grandfather serving as host; however, honored guests also 
could be included. Jesus had taught His disciples that they were a new kind 
of family (Matt. 12:50). Accordingly, the disciples expected Jesus to preside 
as host, and indeed He would do so. 

As the disciples set about to make preparations, their first question was 
about location. (Luke’s Gospel specifies that Jesus gave Peter and John this 
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assignment; see Luke 22:8.) Where did Jesus want to eat the Passover? 
With the city teeming with travelers, space would be at a premium.

VERSE 18

“Go into the city to a certain man,” he said, “and tell him, ‘The 
Teacher says: My time is near; I am celebrating the Passover at 
your place with my disciples.’” 
Some Bible scholars suggest that Jesus’ instructions given in this verse point 
to His having made the arrangements earlier in the week with one of His 
supporters who lived in Jerusalem. While the suggestion is possible, I agree 
with other expositors who understand the verse to be another example 
of Jesus’ lordship over His life and mission. Just as Jesus had known 
supernaturally about the location of a donkey that He wanted to ride into 
Jerusalem (see Session 4 and the comments on Matt. 21:2), He also knew the 
exact place where He and His disciples would celebrate the Passover meal. 

Here in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus instructed His disciples to enter the city 
and to look for a certain man (“such a man,” KJV). Luke’s Gospel adds that 
the man would be recognizable by an unusual action (for males): he would 
be “carrying a water jug” (Luke 22:10). Further, the disciples were to give 
the man a specific message from the Teacher. Interestingly, in the Gospels 
Jewish religious leaders most often were the ones who addressed Jesus by 
this title (see Matt. 8:19; 12:38; 22:16). Perhaps, then, this certain man was a 
Jewish leader who followed Jesus secretly (see John 19:38-39).

With the words My time is near, Jesus clearly was referring to His 
imminent suffering and death. The Greek term rendered time refers to a 
decisive moment in history or in a person’s life. That decisive time for Jesus 
would be foreshadowed in His celebration of the Passover with His disciples. 
Jesus was fully aware of what lay ahead for Him.

VERSE 19

So the disciples did as Jesus had directed them and prepared 
the Passover. 
According to Mark 14:15, the place where Jesus and His disciples would eat 
the Passover meal was a large, furnished, upstairs room. Peter and John 
would only have to take care of the food preparations. Jesus the Messiah-
King clearly was in control of the situation. Thus, the disciples did as Jesus 
had directed them. 

When Christian churches observe the Lord’s Supper today, they still 
have to make practical preparations for the ordinance. The meeting place 
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is made ready; the elements (bread and drink) are secured; the worship 
service is finalized. There is, however, an even more important preparation 
that every believer can and should make. It is described in 1 Corinthians 
11:27-28. There the apostle Paul urged believers in Corinth to examine their 
hearts when they came together for the Lord’s Supper and to repent of any 
sinful attitudes. Otherwise they would bring judgment on themselves for 
worshiping “in an unworthy manner.” The Scripture’s instruction is just as 
authoritative and transformational for us today as Jesus’ spoken words were 
for His disciples and Paul’s inspired epistles were for the early churches.

BETRAYAL (Matt. 26:20-25)

During the meal, Jesus declared that one of the Twelve would betray Him. 
All of the disciples, including Judas, denied they would do so.

VERSE 20

When evening came, he was reclining at the table with the Twelve. 
By a first-century Jewish reckoning of days, evening referred to the hours 
following sunset. Strictly speaking, then, Thursday evening in our modern 
reckoning would have been the start of Friday in the Jewish week. This was 
the time for the Passover meal to be eaten. Only Jesus knew that before 
Friday ended He would be crucified and buried as the sinless Lamb of God. 

The custom of reclining at the table (“sat down with,” KJV) might seem 
uncomfortable to people today. The table would have been low to the floor, 
and diners would have stretched out on mats or cushions at an angle to the 
table—with their heads toward the table and their feet extending outward. 
Some Bible students have proposed that the table Jesus and His disciples 
used was U-shaped. If so, Jesus, as host, would have been seated (or reclined) 
at the center on the outer side of the curve; the disciples would have reclined 
on both sides. Food and drink would have been placed around the table for 
the diners to partake of during the meal.

EXPLORE FURTHER
In the article on “Festivals” in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, read 
the section titled “Passover” on pages 567-568. What do you think Paul 
meant in 1 Corinthians 5:7 by calling Jesus “our Passover”? How does 
your church make preparations for observing the Lord’s Supper? How are 
worshipers encouraged to prepare spiritually for the observance?
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VERSE 21

While they were eating, he said, “Truly I tell you, one of you will 
betray me.” 
The Passover meal originally was a simple ritual to be eaten in haste (see Ex. 
12:11). Over the centuries, it developed into a more elaborate ceremony. The 
host offered a prayer of thanksgiving before anyone drank even the first in a 
series of four drinks consumed during the meal. The food served included a 
dish of bitter vegetables that reminded participants of the ancient Israelites’ 
bitter servitude in Egypt. Roasted lamb and unleavened bread served as 
mandatory dishes too, but other traditional foods came to be included as well. 
At a prescribed point in the meal, one participant asked a standard question 
about the meaning of the Passover meal. The host responded by telling the 
story of how the Lord God rescued His people and gave them the promised 
land. At other points in the ritual, participants sang psalms.

As Jesus and His disciples progressed through the ceremony, the Lord 
made a shocking announcement. He predicted that one of the disciples would 
betray Him! While Jesus had previously warned them of His upcoming 
suffering and death at the hands of the Jewish religious leaders, He had not 
specified that one of the disciples would betray Him. In making His statement 
at the meal, Jesus was signaling to Judas that He was fully aware of that 
disciple’s conspiracy with the Jewish leaders.  

VERSE 22

Deeply distressed, each one began to say to him, “Surely not I, 
Lord?” 
The Greek word rendered deeply (“exceeding,” KJV) denotes extreme 
emotion, or shock. The disciples could not believe what they were hearing. 
The term rendered distressed refers to pain of body or mind, including 
grief. The disciples were both shocked and hurt by Jesus’ words. Thus, each 
one began to respond in a way that essentially meant “You can’t possibly 
mean me, can You?” They addressed Him as Lord in an intentional effort to 
assure Jesus (and perhaps one another; see Luke 22:23) of their loyalty and 
submission to Him. 

VERSE 23

He replied, “The one who dipped his hand with me in the bowl—
he will betray me. 
The Passover menu included a special sauce made of stewed fruit that was 
served in a bowl. Participants dipped pieces of bread in the sauce as the bowl 
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was passed among the group. Thus, when Jesus answered that the betrayer 
would be one who dipped his hand … in the bowl, He was revealing the 
betrayer’s sinister character; He was emphasizing the depth of the betrayal 
by alluding to Psalm 41:9, where the psalmist lamented, “Even my friend in 
whom I trusted, one who ate my bread, has raised his heel against me.”

VERSE 24

The Son of Man will go just as it is written about him, but woe to 
that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been 
better for him if he had not been born.” 
This verse displays an amazing balance between God’s sovereign plan and 
human responsibility. First, consider the evidence that the sacrificial death 
of Jesus was in God’s mind and plan even before the world’s creation. The 
phrase it is written points back to the many Old Testament Scriptures that 
prophesied the Messiah’s atoning death long before it happened. 

Second, consider the evidence that the betrayer, Judas, was morally 
accountable for his terrible deed. Judas freely chose to conspire with the 
Jewish leaders who were determined to get rid of Jesus. God did not force 
Judas to become the traitor. Thus, Jesus declared that woe would come upon 
that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed. Such woe would include a 
devastating sense of guilt after the fact (Matt. 27:3-5). Even worse, however, it 
would include consignment to hell for eternity. In John 17:12, Jesus referred 
to Judas in His prayer for the disciples as “the son of destruction,” the one 
disciple who was “lost.” No wonder, then, that Jesus said of the betrayer that 
it would have been better for him if he had not been born. 

VERSE 25

Judas, his betrayer, replied, “Surely not I, Rabbi?” “You have said 
it,” he told him. 
Matthew is the only Gospel writer to record what must have been a private, 
perhaps whispered, exchange between Jesus and Judas. Judas spoke with the 
same sense of shock—surely not I—that the other disciples had expressed. 
However, he could only muster the title Rabbi (meaning “Teacher”); he did 
not refer to Jesus as Lord as the other disciples had done (Matt. 26:22). 

What prompted Judas to personally repeat the phrase surely not I is not 
clear. Maybe Jesus looked directly at him when speaking the words of verse 
24. Perhaps Judas was already feeling tinges of shame, or maybe he was 
fishing to learn what Jesus knew about the betrayal plan. In any case, Jesus 
answered in a way that showed Judas was only digging himself into a deeper 
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pit of lies and betrayal. The words you have said it might be paraphrased 
today as “your words, not mine.” Judas had further condemned himself by 
expressing a feigned innocence.

REMEMBRANCE (Matt. 26:26-30)

Jesus gave new meaning to the bread and drink used at the Passover meal. 
He interpreted the bread in terms of His body and the wine in terms of His 
blood. His body and blood would be given as the atoning sacrifice for our sins.

VERSE 26

As they were eating, Jesus took bread, blessed and broke it, gave it 
to the disciples, and said, “Take and eat it; this is my body.” 
Jesus’ prediction of betrayal and His side conversation with Judas 
interrupted the typical festive agenda of the Passover meal. (John 13:30 
reports that Judas left the upper room after the dipping incident and his 
brief conversation with Jesus.) Further, the meal did not return to the normal 
and familiar. Instead, Jesus chose two items from the Passover menu, the 
unleavened bread and the cup, and gave them new meaning. Why did Jesus 
not choose also the meat of the Passover lamb, given its long identification 
with the exodus? The apostle Paul later explained that Jesus Himself served 
as the believer’s sacrificial Passover lamb (1 Cor. 5:7).

At some point during the meal (as they were eating), Jesus the host took 
bread from the table. As it was unleavened, the loaf of bread likely was flat 
and oblong, or disc-shaped. According to custom, the Passover celebration 
began with a blessing. Jesus added a blessing of thanksgiving for the loaf of 
bread. Then He broke it into pieces and distributed a piece to each disciple. 
He directed them to take and eat the pieces of bread they received. 

Jesus’ actions and words to this point concerning the bread must have 
puzzled the disciples. But then Jesus added words that would have been 
impossible for the disciples to fully comprehend at the time. Indeed, the exact 
meaning of the words this is my body has been the subject of much debate 

EXPLORE FURTHER
How would you explain the difference between betraying Jesus (as Judas 
did) and denying Jesus (as Peter did)? Why do you think Jesus condemned 
Judas for his action but restored Peter after that disciple’s failure (see John 
21:15-19)? 
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among Christians throughout the centuries. The conservative, evangelical 
interpretation of Jesus’ words holds that Christ wanted His disciples to 
partake of the bread as a symbol—a representation—of His approaching 
suffering and death. The bread did not (and does not) miraculously change 
into Christ’s literal flesh. Rather, it would spur the disciples to remember 
who Jesus is and demonstrate their faith in Him (Luke 22:19). 

VERSE 27

Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks, he gave it to them 
and said, “Drink from it, all of you. 
As He had done with the bread, Jesus took a cup from the table and gave a 
blessing of thanksgiving for it. The Passover ritual featured a series of four 
cups to be consumed during the meal. Whether Jesus’ action coincided with 
one of those four cups is unclear. In any case, Jesus would give the cup a new 
meaning for His followers. Part of that new meaning may have been that He 
passed around a single chalice from which all of the disciples sipped. 

VERSE 28

For this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many 
for the forgiveness of sins. 
In the Passover ritual, the four cups of wine pointed to Exodus 6:6-7, where 
God promised to deliver the Israelites from slavery and to establish them 
as His covenant people. Jesus gave new meaning to the contents of the cup, 
saying that the wine represented the new covenant that would be certified 
by His shed blood (see Heb. 9:11-15). Again, the imagery Jesus used was 
not meant to suggest that the wine would be changed into Jesus’ literal 
blood—either before or as the disciples drank it. Rather, the contents of the 
cup symbolized—represented or pointed to—Jesus’ coming violent death. 
Drinking from the one cup thus demonstrated that the disciples trusted in 
Jesus’ sacrificial death for the forgiveness of sins. 

When the Lord God spoke through the prophet Jeremiah in the sixth 
century B.C. about the coming of the new covenant, the Lord promised even 
then that the coming new covenant relationship would be made possible by 
the forgiveness of sins (Jer. 31:34). Alluding to that prophecy, Jesus explained 
that His shed blood—not the blood of sacrificial animals—would be the 
only sufficient basis of God’s forgiveness. He would be the perfect sacrifice. 
The word rendered many refers to all who receive the saving benefit of Jesus’ 
sacrificial death by trusting in Him. Jesus made clear to His disciples (and to 
us) that in becoming the true Passover lamb, He was establishing in Himself 
the new covenant community of God’s people. 
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VERSE 29

But I tell you, I will not drink from this fruit of the vine from 
now on until that day when I drink it new with you in my 
Father’s kingdom.” 
Jesus concluded His establishment of the Lord’s Supper with a solemn 
affirmation that looked far beyond His sacrificial death. He declared that He 
would not partake again of this fruit of the vine with His followers until 
He did so at the great messianic banquet in the end times. Jesus was already 
looking forward to the consummation of His Father’s kingdom. 

For the disciples in the upper room, both Jesus’ sacrificial death and the 
consummation of the Father’s kingdom lay in the future. For Christ’s followers 
today, the atoning death of Christ on the cross is a completed event. Only 
the consummation remains in the future. Until that time, we as believers 
are to live in grateful obedience and faith in the accomplished work of Christ 
and in alert anticipation of His return. We are to carry out His commission 
to make disciples in all nations, baptizing them and teaching them to obey 
what Jesus commanded (Matt. 28:19-20). In the meantime, we are to joyfully 
tell and retell the gospel story in every way possible, including by regularly 
observing the Lord’s Supper in remembrance of Him (see 1 Cor. 11:23-26). 

VERSE 30

After singing a hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives.  
Jesus and His disciples concluded their celebration of Passover by singing a 
hymn. Probably the hymn was a psalm of praise. Then they departed from 
the city to spend the night on the Mount of Olives. Jesus knew that His 
time had come, and He wanted to pray in the garden of Gethsemane. 

What are some key conclusions from this study? First, we can be thankful 
that Christ gave us the Lord’s Supper by which to remember Him, to show our 
faith in Him, and to portray the gospel story in visual form. Second, we are 
right to guard our hearts diligently in our loyalty to Christ. Third, we benefit 
greatly by examining our hearts whenever we partake of the Lord’s Supper. 

EXPLORE FURTHER
In the article on “Ordinances” in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, 
read the section titled “The Lord’s Supper” on pages 1229-1230. Do you 
think it is important for churches today to continue this practice? Why or 
why not? What do you recall about your most meaningful experience of 
observing the Lord’s Supper?
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Do I Have the 
Strength?
Jesus willingly submitted to the Father’s redemptive plan.

“I have cancer.” These are by far the scariest words my wife has ever spoken 
to me. She said the words a bit more than six years ago now. A routine 
mammogram had revealed an irregularity. That led to a biopsy. And the 
biopsy results led to her saying those three terrifying words to me. 

Nancy’s cancer diagnosis threw us into an intense and demanding time 
in our marriage—physically, emotionally, and spiritually. We agonized 
together. We asked, “Why is God allowing this to happen?” We grieved over 
the possibility that she might not survive. We wrestled with the doctor’s 
recommendation to take an aggressive treatment approach, including surgery 
to remove the cancer followed by eight rounds of chemotherapy and then 
35 radiation treatments. My wife admitted that she honestly didn’t know 
if she had the inner strength to endure what lay ahead. It would be a long, 
painful fight; the oncologist could give no guarantee of success. We prayed 
intensely that God would show Nancy the right decision. We enlisted friends 
to intercede for her in prayer. Finally she was able to say with calm courage 
that she wanted to fight the disease.

During even the worst days of her fight, my wife found comfort by 
listening to Christian music and meditating on Scripture. Friends offered 
support and meals. She often sensed the Lord’s presence during her difficult 
chemotherapy and radiation treatments, the last of which she completed on 
the day before Thanksgiving. Three months later, the oncologist gave us the 
good news: no more evidence of the cancer! God had given my wife (and me) 
sufficient strength for the battle and a victory over a pernicious enemy. 

As Jesus faced His imminent suffering and death on the cross, He too went 
through a season of terrible agony. Even though He knew what lay ahead, He 
wrestled in prayer over the prospect of submitting to His Father’s will. In this 
session we will focus on Jesus’ prayer in the garden of Gethsemane, where 
He willingly submitted to the Father’s redemptive plan. 

Session 10 > Matthew 26:36-46
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 26:36-46

It could have been quite late on Thursday evening (early Friday by first-
century Jewish reckoning) when Jesus and His disciples (minus Judas) left 
Jerusalem and retreated to the Mount of Olives. Knowing what lay ahead, 
Jesus chose not to return to Bethany but instead to find a private spot where 
He could pray for strength to fulfill His Father’s will.  

Jesus’ entire earthly life was marked with humiliation and suffering. 
The very fact of the Son of God taking on human flesh was humbling in the 
extreme. Then King Herod had tried to kill Jesus when He was but an infant. 
Still later, Satan had viciously tempted Him in the wilderness. Most of the 
Jewish religious leaders rejected Jesus and hostilely opposed Him to the end 
of His days in the flesh. 

With Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem as the Messiah-King riding a donkey’s 
colt, His suffering only intensified. Jesus confronted the religious leaders and 
those who had turned the temple into a marketplace, all the while knowing 
of the plot against Him and the coming humiliation of being betrayed by one 
of His disciples. He understood the horrors waiting for Him in the forms of 
mock trials, beatings, and crucifixion. All of this past and future suffering 
reached a nexus for Jesus as He prayed in the garden of Gethsemane. This 
event reveals the utter agony Jesus faced as He committed to obey His 
Father’s will. 

We would do well to notice that Matthew bracketed the whole narrative of 
Jesus’ earthly ministry with two remarkably parallel events: (1) the account 
of Jesus’ wilderness temptations (4:1-11) and (2) Jesus’ time of agonizing 
prayer in the garden (26:36-46). What are the parallels? First, both events 
involved a series of three (three temptations in the wilderness; three prayers 
in the garden). Second, both events involved Jesus’ wrestling with the 
mission the Father had given Him and how to complete it. Third, both events 
showed that Jesus met the tests victoriously, moving forward in obedience 
to fulfill His mission. Fourth, both events demonstrated the uniqueness 
of Jesus as He fulfilled His calling as the Messiah-King. Fifth, both events 
provided Christ’s followers (then and now) the supreme examples of humble, 
courageous faithfulness. 

As we explore Matthew 26:36-46 in this session, we also should keep in 
mind two important biblical truths. First, being tested or tempted is not a 
sin. Jesus was tested in every way that we are, yet was without sin (Heb. 
4:15). Second, praying for clarity about God’s will is no sin either. What is 
sinful is to become sure of God’s will but then refuse to obey it.
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
COMMITTED TO THE TASK (Matt. 26:36-39)

After finding His disciples a place to sit and rest, Jesus asked Peter, James, 
and John to go with Him a bit farther and to stay awake as He prayed. He 
prayed earnestly as He thought about the suffering and death that lay ahead 
for Him. Jesus committed to obey the Father’s will, no matter what.

VERSE 36

Then Jesus came with them to a place called Gethsemane, and he 
told the disciples, “Sit here while I go over there and pray.” 
The Mount of Olives was (and is) a two-mile-long mountain ridge that 
overlooked the eastern side of Jerusalem. The tallest part of the ridge line 
rose more than 200 feet above the city walls. From that vantage point, Jesus 
and His disciples could easily see across the Kidron Valley to the magnificent 
temple buildings located inside the walls. Indeed, Jesus delivered His Olivet 
Discourse—in which He warned of Jerusalem’s coming destruction—from 
the vantage point of the Mount of Olives (Matt. 24:3). 

Having completed their Passover observance, Jesus and His disciples came 
to the Mount of Olives, this time to a place called Gethsemane [geth SEM 
uh nee]. The name Gethsemane means “olive press.” Since the mountain ridge 
was named for the many olive trees that grew on its slopes, the presence of 
an olive press on the ridge would not be unusual. John’s Gospel refers to the 
place as a garden, notes that Jesus often met there with His disciples, and 
suggests the area was enclosed by a stone wall, since Jesus and His disciples 
“went into it” (John 18:1-2). Thus, Bible students today commonly refer to 
the place as the garden of Gethsemane.

Jesus came to Gethsemane for the specific purpose of engaging in prayer. 
On numerous prior occasions, He had retreated alone to private places for 
prayer (see Matt. 14:23; Mark 1:35; Luke 5:16; 6:12). Even in Gethsemane 
He stationed most of His disciples at one place (sit here) while He walked 
deeper into the garden (over there). Luke 22:41 states that Jesus “withdrew 
from them about a stone’s throw.” He wanted His disciples to be near Him, 
but He would talk alone with His Father. 

VERSE 37

Taking along Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, he began to be 
sorrowful and troubled. 
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Although He withdrew only a short distance from the disciples, Jesus took 
with Him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee (James and John). These are 
the same three disciples Jesus previously had taken with Him to witness 
the restoration to life of a synagogue leader’s daughter (Mark 5:37) and later 
to witness the transfiguration (Matt. 17:1). They had seen and heard things 
about Jesus’ identity and mission that none of the other disciples had seen or 
heard. These three would later play key leadership roles in the early church. 
In Gethsemane, Jesus asked them to support Him as He prayed.

Surely the three disciples noticed as they walked that Jesus began to be 
sorrowful and troubled. The term rendered sorrowful implies intense grief. 
The word translated troubled (“very heavy,” KJV) also means “miserable.” Such 
emotions are not unusual when people are facing discouraging or difficult 
situations. Neither are they sinful in themselves. Yet these feelings add great 
heaviness to the soul. They make life’s tests that much more intense. 

VERSE 38

He said to them, “I am deeply grieved to the point of death. 
Remain here and stay awake with me.” 
Jesus explained to the three disciples what He was feeling. His language 
was intense. The phrase deeply grieved (“exceeding sorrowful,” KJV; 
“overwhelmed with sorrow,” NIV) refers to an extreme heaviness of soul. 
The phrase to the point of death could point to either the intensity of Jesus’ 
bitter agony (“I am so overwhelmed with sorrow that I feel I might die”) or 
the reason for it (“I know that a horrible death awaits me”). 

Some Bible students compare Jesus’ expression of grief with the psalmist’s 
repeated refrain in Psalm 42:5,11 and Psalm 43:5. Others point to Hebrews 
5:7, where that writer of Scripture said of Jesus, “During his earthly life, he 
offered prayers and appeals with loud cries and tears to the one who was 
able to save him from death.” Long before Jesus’ day, the prophet Isaiah had 
foreseen that the Messiah would be “a man of sorrows, and acquainted with 
grief” (Isa. 53:3, KJV). Yet the Father would answer the prayers of His Son not 
by sparing Him from the cross but by raising Him from the dead.

Although Jesus would withdraw a bit farther from the three disciples and 
would pray alone, He desired for Peter, James, and John to remain near Him 
and to stay awake with Him. In other words, Jesus longed for the spiritual 
and moral support of His closest friends. 

We can see in this scene the vital importance of Christians being present 
with and praying for one another in difficult, sorrowful circumstances. To 
whom do you turn for such spiritual support? Who depends on you to stay 
alert and to pray with them in difficult times?
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VERSE 39

Going a little farther, he fell facedown and prayed, “My Father, 
if it is possible, let this cup pass from me. Yet not as I will, but as 
you will.” 
Jesus then went a little farther into the garden and fell facedown to pray. 
There were earlier instances in which individuals prostrated themselves 
before Jesus (see Matt. 17:6; Luke 5:12; 17:16). This is the only place in all the 
Gospels in which Jesus was described as falling prostrate on the ground to 
pray. At the least, the scene portrays the intensity of Jesus’ emotional state 
as He poured out His heart to the Father in prayer. 

Matthew 26:39 is one of those verses that clearly reveals Jesus’ nature 
as both fully divine and fully human. In regard to the evidence of His deity, 
Jesus addressed God directly and intimately as My Father. Jesus was fully 
aware of His status as the divine Son of God. As God’s Son, He never deviated 
from His commitment to do what delighted His Father. 

In regard to the evidence of His full humanity, Jesus humbled Himself 
before the Father by falling prostrate on the ground. Further, He pleaded 
for a possible way of escape from the horror that He knew was quickly 
approaching. The phrase this cup was a symbol that here referred to the 
full measure of God’s wrath that would be poured out on Jesus not for any 
sins He committed—He was (and is) sinless—but for our sins (see Isa. 51:17; 
53:4-6). Jesus prayed to the Father with total honesty. As believers, we have 
the same freedom to come before God with our hurts, fears, and questions.

The phrase if it is possible reflects a Greek construction that assumes 
something is indeed possible. Jesus affirmed the Father’s omnipotence and 
sovereignty over all things. Nevertheless, something can be possible in terms 
of God’s sovereign ability yet not in line with His redemptive plan. Jesus’ full 
humanity was on display as He prayed for the possibility that the Father 
would choose some other means to save sinners so that the outpouring of 
divine wrath would pass from (“be taken from,” NIV) Him.

With His next breath, however, Jesus expressed that He would not put 
His own desires ahead of fully obeying the Father’s plan: not as I will, but as 
you will. Jesus demonstrated that it is no sin to present bold requests to God 
in prayer. Neither is it a sin to wrestle in prayer in order to reach the point of 
submission to God’s revealed will. Jesus made His anguished request, yet He 
accepted that the request might not be granted. 

This verse illustrates beautifully that God may not answer the prayer of 
someone who makes a bold request in the exact way the individual asks. 
God may answer the request with a yes or a no. He may also answer the 
prayer with a yes, but in a different and better way. Following Jesus’ example 
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of praying boldly, we are free to tell God the deepest desires we have. Yet 
we should come to God humbly as Jesus did, acknowledging that God’s will 
takes priority in our hearts. 

ASLEEP ON THE JOB (Matt. 26:40-43)

Jesus returned to the three disciples He had posted nearby the place He was 
praying. He found the disciples not watching and praying but sleeping. He  
woke them and asked them again to stay alert as He returned to prayer. After 
a second time of prayer, Jesus returned to the three disciples only to find 
them asleep again.

VERSE 40

Then he came to the disciples and found them sleeping. He asked 
Peter, “So, couldn’t you stay awake with me one hour? 
Jesus had told Peter, James, and John of His deep grief; He had asked them 
to stay awake as He prayed (26:38). For at least an hour He had agonized 
in prayer about the Father’s will for Him to give His life on the cross as an 
atoning sacrifice. Then for an unstated reason, Jesus paused in His praying 
and came to the [three] disciples. Perhaps He wanted to tell them more of 
the specifics of His inner agony so they could pray for Him about it. Maybe 
He wanted to both encourage and receive encouragement from these three 
trusted disciples. Whatever the case, Jesus instead found them sleeping. 

Presumably Jesus woke all three disciples, but He addressed Peter with 
a question of rebuke. Peter was the de facto leader of the Twelve—the first 
follower Jesus called (according to Matthew’s Gospel; see 4:18) and the one 
who most often spoke to Jesus on behalf of the group (15:15; 16:16,22; 17:4; 
19:27). Jesus saw great potential in Peter, but He also saw that Peter (like 
all Christ followers) could falter in faith at the worst possible times. Jesus’ 
question, couldn’t you stay awake with me one hour, no doubt stung Peter.

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the articles titled “Gethsemane” (p. 644) and “Olives, Mount of” 
(p. 1219) in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary. Locate these places on 
the map included on the inside back cover of this Commentary. Where is 
a place that you go when you want to pray about difficult circumstances? 
Who are some Christian friends you turn to for spiritual support? Pause 
now and thank God for them.
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The verb rendered stay awake can refer not only to physical alertness but 
also to spiritual alertness (see 24:42; 25:13). Indeed, spiritual alertness and 
physical alertness often are connected. Consider, for example, the discipline 
of waking early or staying awake to pray when it would be easier to rest in 
bed. Consider too the discipline of moderation in eating so that we do not fall 
into the sin of gluttony. 

VERSE 41

Stay awake and pray, so that you won’t enter into temptation. The 
spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” 
Jesus moved from rebuke to exhortation. He urged the three disciples to stay 
awake. He longed for them to pray. Disciplined, earnest prayer—the kind 
that Jesus was engaged in—could keep the disciples from succumbing to a 
greater temptation they would soon face. What was this temptation? Jesus 
could have been referring either to the disciples’ temptation to abandon Him 
when He was arrested or to the specific temptation Peter would face: to deny 
being a follower of (or even knowing) Jesus. Christ had predicted the disciples 
and Peter would not resist but would yield to these temptations (26:31,34). 
Nevertheless, their doing so would not be an irresistible fate; rather, it would 
be the consequence of physical (and spiritual) lethargy and prayerlessness. 

Many people to this day have quoted the second half of verse 41 as an 
excuse for their failing to do something they either want to or should do. The 
words the spirit is willing speak of our good intentions. In our innermost 
selves, we want to do the right thing. We want to be people of prayer. We want 
to achieve much for Christ’s sake. Then in failing to follow through on these 
things, we say, “but the flesh is weak.” Indeed, our sinful natures often 
are weak when it comes to obeying Christ’s commands. And sometimes our 
physical bodies become sick or frail. We do not have the stamina that we 
need. However, we must not offer this saying as an excuse for our spiritual 
shortcomings and failures. Jesus was giving His disciples not an excuse but 
an incentive to resist temptation through disciplined, earnest prayer.

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Flesh” on pages 582-583 in the Holman Illustrated 
Bible Dictionary. What is an example of someone using the saying “The 
spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak” as an honest explanation? What is 
an example of using the saying as an excuse? How would you explain to 
a new believer the distinction that as human beings we are weak but as 
believers we can resist the temptations of our sinful nature?
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VERSE 42

Again, a second time, he went away and prayed, “My Father, if this 
cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.” 
After exhorting His three disciples to stay awake and pray, Jesus returned 
to pray again. His prayer was earnest and intimate, spoken as the Son to His 
Father. With slightly different wording from the first hour of prayer, Jesus 
again expressed His willingness to obey the Father’s plan. Earlier, Jesus had 
asked about the possibility of another way of providing salvation that did not 
involve His suffering and death. In the second time of prayer, Jesus said, 
“if this [cup] cannot pass unless I drink it.” This wording implies He had 
accepted that only one way was possible, the way of His drinking the cup of 
God’s wrath. Thus, once again Jesus expressed His determined choice that 
the Father’s will [would] be done, no matter how difficult or painful. 

It is instructive to see the parallels between Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane 
and the Model Prayer He gave His disciples in the Sermon on the Mount. 
These parallels show that Jesus practiced what He taught.

• In the Model Prayer, Jesus urged His followers to address God as “Our 
Father” (6:9); in Gethsemane, He prayed “My Father” (26:39,42). 

• In the Model Prayer, Jesus instructed His disciples to pray that the 
Father would keep them from temptation (6:13); in Gethsemane, Jesus 
urged His three disciples to stay awake and pray so they would not “enter 
into temptation” (26:41). 

• In the Model Prayer, Jesus taught His followers to pray for the Father’s 
will to be done (6:10); in Gethsemane, Jesus prayed at least twice for His 
Father’s will to be done (26:39,42). 

VERSE 43

And he came again and found them sleeping, because they could 
not keep their eyes open. 
After His second prayer session—possibly for another hour—Jesus 
came again to the three disciples. Sadly, He found them sleeping again. 
Although Matthew (the Gospel writer) was in the larger group of disciples, he 
remembered the occasion, no doubt to his own embarrassment. None of the 
Eleven could keep their eyes open (“their eyes were heavy,” ESV, NIV). Luke 
22:45 notes that the disciples were “exhausted from their grief.”

REALIZING THE MOMENT (Matt. 26:44-46)

Jesus prayed for a third time and returned to find His disciples asleep yet 
again. He woke them and told them to get up. His betrayer was near.
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VERSE 44

After leaving them, he went away again and prayed a third time, 
saying the same thing once more. 
Once again, the Lord left Peter, James, and John. Alone, He prayed a third 
time. None of the Gospels report the specific words He prayed in this 
session. Matthew simply reported that Jesus said the same thing once 
more. Presumably this meant that Jesus repeated His readiness to carry out 
the Father’s will. 

While Luke’s Gospel reports no words of Jesus, it does add the description 
“being in anguish, [Jesus] prayed more fervently, and his sweat became 
like drops of blood falling to the ground” (Luke 22:44). This description is 
another indication of the extreme emotional distress Jesus experienced. 
As a physician, Luke may well have known about the rare phenomenon of 
sweating, or secreting, blood as a result of suffering severe anxiety.

VERSE 45

Then he came to the disciples and said to them, “Are you still 
sleeping and resting? See, the time is near. The Son of Man is 
betrayed into the hands of sinners. 
After His third session of prayer, Jesus knew that His betrayer and the 
arresting mob would soon come for Him. He came to the disciples—not 
only to Peter, James, and John but also to the others. Evidently all of them 
were asleep. First, Jesus roused the group with a question of rebuke similar 
to the one He asked Peter in 26:40: are you still sleeping and resting? 
The answer was obviously yes. Jesus was disappointed that the disciples 
had failed to heed His warnings to stay awake and pray for deliverance 
from temptation. 

Second, Jesus made a pronouncement: see, the time is near. Possibly He 
made this statement as He saw the approaching torches of the crowd with 
Judas and pointed in that direction. The term rendered time literally means 
“hour.” The verb rendered is near also can be translated “has arrived” or “is 
at hand.” During His ministry, Jesus had confidently proclaimed that God’s 
kingdom had come near (see 4:17; 10:7). That is, in God’s sovereign plan, 
the kingdom had drawn near to sinful humanity through Jesus’ teaching, 
preaching, and healing. Jesus now used the same verb form to declare that, in 
God’s sovereign plan, the time for His sacrificial death for sinners had arrived. 

Third, Jesus made a prediction. He referred to Himself as the Son of 
Man. The disciples surely understood this reference, because they had heard 
Jesus refer to Himself in this way. It was as the Son of Man—that is, as the 
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Messiah—that He was to fulfill His divine assignment of dying for the sins 
of the world. 

Further, Jesus said that He was being betrayed (“delivered,” NIV) into 
the hands of sinners, fulfilling the prediction He had made at the Passover 
meal (26:23-24). All people—other than Jesus—are sinners. Probably in this 
context, therefore, Jesus was referring to sinners in the sense of especially 
evil people. He would be treated brutally by cruel men. Jesus knew this ahead 
of time, which might have been a reason Jesus agonized so deeply about the 
reality of drinking the cup of God’s wrath against sin.

VERSE 46

Get up; let’s go. See, my betrayer is near.” 
Jesus urged the disciples to get up. Matthew did not specify the precise time 
this occurred, but the hour was undoubtedly still in the overnight between 
Thursday evening and daybreak on Friday (see 26:31; 27:1). The command 
let’s go signaled not a retreat but a bold advance toward danger. Jesus knew 
that His betrayer was near (“at hand,” KJV, ESV; “here comes my betrayer,” 
NIV). Readers of Matthew’s Gospel have known since the listing of Jesus’ 
apostles in Matthew 10:2-4 that this betrayer would be Judas Iscariot.

Even at the moment Jesus commanded His disciples to get up, however, 
He did not name Judas. He simply referred to my betrayer. The phrase 
rendered is near translates the same verb Jesus had used earlier to say that 
His time was at hand (26:45). It was a divinely designated historical moment. 
Everything was in place. Jesus was ready to fulfill His destiny, to drink the 
bitter cup that the Father had placed before Him. The betrayer and his mob 
arrived while Jesus was still speaking (26:47).

Consider some implications of this study for today. First, believers are 
to accept willingly God’s direction and will in their lives, just as Jesus did. 
Second, believers need to stay alert spiritually, depending on the Lord to help 
them remain faithful to their assigned task. Finally, this study reaffirms that 
Jesus came to earth for the purpose of laying down His life as a sacrifice for 
our sins. He took on this mission willingly. 

EXPLORE FURTHER
The verb form translated “is near” or “has drawn near” can refer to 
something that is either close in time or close in proximity, or distance. 
In what sense can it be said that Christ is near to His people in time? 
In proximity? Which sense of Christ’s nearness is more encouraging to you 
at this time? Why? 
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Loyal?
Following Jesus demands loyalty in the face of risk.

Have you ever been summoned for jury duty? About five years ago, I received 
such a summons. Answering the call to serve my community and nation in 
this way is not optional; it is one of my obligations as a citizen. So I showed 
up at the courthouse on the appointed day and became one of 12 citizens 
empaneled on the jury for a serious criminal trial. Before the trial started, 
the judge instructed us jurors to pack our bags for the week, because we 
would be sequestered for the duration of the trial.

Meeting my fellow jurors was both exciting and nerve-wracking. While 
all of us resided in the same general area, we were strangers to one another 
until that day. We ran the gamut of diversity: young and old; high-school 
graduates and highly educated; black and white; male and female. But for 
eight days we listened, argued, ate, deliberated, and worked together toward 
a common goal—serving the cause of justice. 

The experience, however, was not nearly as glamorous as it is often made 
to look on TV or in movies. We jurors were bored much of the time. After 
all, we were not allowed to watch TV, read the newspaper, or use our mobile 
phones. Still, we all agreed that we were impressed by our nation’s justice 
system. The judge bent over backwards to explain the rules to us. He showed 
us more than once the reason that our system, while not perfect (no human 
system is), is the best in the world. We understood the gravity of the principle 
that an accused person is considered innocent until proven guilty beyond a 
reasonable doubt. 

When Jesus was put on trial for His life, His guilt was unjustly presupposed 
by the Jewish religious leaders. They manufactured a death sentence against 
Jesus with false testimony about blasphemy. Then they hauled Him before 
a Roman governor who showed little concern even for Roman justice. There 
the religious leaders, cheered on by a feckless crowd, manipulated the 
governor into declaring Jesus guilty of treason and condemning Him to be 
crucified. Making Jesus’ suffering even worse, His disciples abandoned Him 
in His hour of trial, just as He predicted they would. This session will help us 
answer the question: how loyal are we to Jesus in the face of great risk? 

Session 11 > Matthew 26:63-75
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 26:47–27:32

The study passage for this session, Matthew 26:63-75, focuses on part of 
the account of Jesus’ trial before the Sanhedrin [san HEE drihn], the Jewish 
high court dominated by Jesus’ bitterest opponents, and on the account of 
Peter’s triple denial of being a follower of Jesus. These two events are set 
within a broader context of events beginning with Jesus’ betrayal and arrest 
in the garden of Gethsemane and ending with His being taken outside the 
city wall to be crucified. 

Drawing from the four Gospel accounts, we can describe Jesus’ trial and 
condemnation as occurring in two distinct parts—the trial before Jewish 
authorities followed by the trial before Roman authorities. The following is 
an outline of the events.

1. Jesus’ trial before Jewish authorities (three stages):
• A hearing before Annas (John 18:12-14,19-24)—After His arrest, Jesus 

was taken first to Annas, a former Jewish high priest and the current high 
priest’s father-in-law. Annas had served as high priest from A.D. 6 to A.D. 15. 
He was removed from office but ultimately was able to have his son-in-law, 
Caiaphas [KAY uh fuhs], appointed in his place. Annas continued to wield 
considerable influence over the Jewish community. He briefly interrogated 
Jesus and then sent Jesus to Caiaphas.

• A predawn hearing before Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin (Matt. 26:57-68)—In 
a quickly arranged, nighttime hearing, Jesus was accused, but the witnesses 
disagreed. The high priest then put Jesus under oath, and Jesus affirmed that 
He was the Son of God. The high priest declared that Jesus had committed 
blasphemy, an act punishable by death under Jewish law. Jesus was mocked 
as a prophet, spit on, and slapped. 

• An early morning trial before Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin (Matt. 27:1-2; Mark 
14:53-65; Luke 22:66-71)—Jewish law stipulated that formal sentencing for 
a capital crime could only be done during daylight hours. Thus, the Sanhedrin 
reconvened after daybreak to confirm their nighttime decision. Jesus was 
interrogated again, and once again He affirmed that He was the Son of God. 
The Sanhedrin formally condemned Jesus to be executed and proceeded 
to take Him before Pontius Pilate [pahn chuhss PIGH luht], the Roman 
governor, for ratification of the sentence and for carrying out the execution. 

2. Jesus’ trial before Roman authorities (three stages):
• An initial hearing before Pilate (Matt. 27:11-14; Mark 15:1-5; Luke 23:1-

5; John 18:28-38)—Pilate was governor of Judea from A.D. 26 to A.D. 36, 
serving during the reign of the Roman Emperor Tiberius. Pilate questioned 
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Jesus but found nothing for which to condemn Jesus to death. Pilate offered 
to let the Jewish leaders carry out a lesser (yet severe) punishment, but they 
insisted on the death penalty for Jesus. 

• A hearing before Herod Antipas (Luke 23:6-12)—Herod Antipas [AN 
tih puhs] was the ruler of Galilee. When Pilate discovered that Jesus was 
from Galilee, he saw an opportunity to give Herod jurisdiction over Jesus’ 
trial as a means to avoid unjustly condemning a man to death. Herod had 
heard of Jesus’ miracles and wanted to see Jesus perform one for him. Jesus 
would not even answer Herod, however. So the ruler had Jesus mocked and 
ridiculed, then sent Him back to Pilate with no verdict.

• A final appearance before Pilate (Matt. 27:15-26; Mark 15:6-15; Luke 
23:13-25; John 18:39–19:16)—When Jesus appeared before the governor a 
second time that morning, Pilate was forced to come to a decision and render 
a verdict. All four Gospels record aspects of this appearance. Pilate tried a 
variety of legal maneuvers to get Jesus released, but the Jewish leaders forced 
his hand. Pilate agreed to the death penalty for Jesus, based on a charge of 
treason. Both during and after this appearance before Pilate, Jesus received 
brutal mockery and a severe beating. Then He was handed over to be crucified.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
AFFIRMED BY SCRIPTURE (Matt. 26:63-64)

When Jesus was asked by the high priest about His identity, Jesus affirmed 
that He was the Messiah and Son of God, referring to the prophetic Scriptures.

VERSE 63

But Jesus kept silent. The high priest said to him, “I charge you 
under oath by the living God: Tell us if you are the Messiah, the 
Son of God.” 
Jesus had been arrested in the garden of Gethsemane long before daylight. 
For the Jewish leaders, this timing was problematic. Something had to be 
done with the accused, and quickly. Caiaphas the high priest resorted to a 
hastily arranged gathering of the Jewish council, the Sanhedrin. They met in 
the high priest’s house (Luke 22:54). The full council numbered 70 members; 
at least 23 would have to be present for a quorum. 

In order to convict Jesus of any crime, much less a capital offense, at least 
two witnesses to the crime were required to testify, and their testimonies had 
to agree. In his haste, the high priest had neglected to prearrange what the 
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witnesses against Jesus were to say. Finally, two men claimed they had heard 
Jesus threaten to demolish the temple, the pride and joy of all first-century 
Jews. This accusation, however, was a distortion of a statement Jesus had 
made concerning His physical body, not the Jerusalem temple (John 2:19-21).

The distortion didn’t matter; the high priest was seeking a chargeable 
offense, not the truth. He challenged Jesus to answer the charge, but Jesus 
kept silent (“held his peace,” KJV). Some Bible students have noted that 
Jesus’ silence was a fulfillment of the messianic prophecy in Isaiah 53:7: “He 
was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth.” 

The high priest likely presumed Jesus’ silence was an admission of guilt. 
Yet rather than press the issue, Caiaphas raised the question of Jesus’ 
identity. Whom did Jesus claim to be? The high priest put Jesus under oath 
in the strongest possible way. He called on Jesus to swear by the living God 
in providing truthful testimony. Was Jesus the Messiah, the anointed One 
prophesied in the Scriptures and expected by many Jews? Did Jesus claim to 
be the Son of God? 

We cannot be sure exactly what Caiaphas meant by the term Son of God. 
Perhaps he had heard that some of Jesus’ disciples had been using this 
terminology about Jesus (see Matt. 16:16). Or maybe the high priest was 
asking the question sarcastically. In any case, once put under oath in this way, 
Jesus was required to respond or else be condemned as a lawbreaker. 

VERSE 64

“You have said it,” Jesus told him. “But I tell you, in the future 
you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of Power and 
coming on the clouds of heaven.” 
Jesus’ answer to the high priest moved Him one step closer to crucifixion. 
The words you have said it are identical to the response Jesus gave to Judas’s 
attempt to cover up his traitorous intent. (See 26:25 and the comments on 
that verse in Session 9.) In other words, Jesus was answering the high priest 
in the affirmative, yet it was important for Him to clarify what those titles 
meant. Jesus knew that He was indeed the Messiah, yet He was not the kind 
of political or military deliverer that most Jews were expecting. 

Jesus went on to explain His identity in terms of His future. He did so by 
drawing upon two Old Testament prophetic verses, Psalm 110:1 and Daniel 
7:13. He introduced these verses with the words but I tell you. Jesus would 
answer Caiaphas in His own authority (a subtle affirmation of Jesus’ deity).

Let’s examine Jesus’ response phrase by phrase. First, take note of the 
words in the future you will see the Son of Man. The high priest had asked 
Jesus who He is; Jesus promised the day would come soon that all would see. 
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The atoning death and victorious resurrection of Jesus would be definitive 
proof of His identity as the Messiah-King. Yet there was also a future day 
coming when “at the name of Jesus every knee will bow—in heaven and on 
earth and under the earth—and every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ 
is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil. 2:10-11).

Jesus moved from the titles Messiah and Son of God to the title Son 
of Man. This title derived from a prophecy in Daniel 7:13-14 in which a 
mysterious figure “like a son of man” was granted magnificent authority 
from God: “He was given dominion, and glory, and a kingdom; so that those 
of every people, nation, and language should serve him. His dominion is an 
everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that 
will not be destroyed.” Upcoming events would show that Jesus is indeed the 
Son of Man who was prophesied in the Scriptures.

Jesus drew the phrase seated at the right hand of Power (“the Mighty 
One,” NIV) from Psalm 110:1. Jesus had referred to this text on “Teaching 
Tuesday” in proving that the Messiah would be both David’s descendant 
(in Jesus’ humanity) and David’s Lord (in Jesus’ deity). Jesus’ use of the 
name Power in reference to God the Father was a common Jewish practice 
of showing careful reverence for God’s name. Caiaphas surely would have 
known what Jesus meant. 

The phrase coming on the clouds of heaven were drawn from Daniel 
7:13. Christ the Son of Man would come from God the Father to establish 
an everlasting kingdom. Jesus was claiming that in the future He would be 
recognized as occupying the most glorious position in the universe, the very 
throne of God. Jesus was also claiming that He would return to earth and be 
the final judge of those who were now judging Him.

DENIED BY HIS OPPONENTS (Matt. 26:65-68)

The religious leaders accused Jesus of committing blasphemy against 
God. They condemned Him to death. They mocked Jesus as a prophet and 
challenged Him to identify who had hit Him.

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Trial of Jesus” on pages 1619-1620 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary. In thinking about Jesus’ trial, what does it 
suggest to you about our sinful nature? What does it suggest to you 
about Jesus’ love for sinners? 
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VERSE 65

Then the high priest tore his robes and said, “He has blasphemed! 
Why do we still need witnesses? See, now you’ve heard the 
blasphemy. 
Caiaphas saw Jesus only as a despicable prisoner in front of him. How could 
this man make such audacious claims—claims to be the Messiah, the Son 
of God, the promised Son of Man who would be seated at God’s right hand? 
Caiaphas and the other religious leaders were faced with two options: either 
Jesus was telling the truth and deserved their worship, or Jesus was guilty 
of blasphemy and deserved to be put to death. The high priest already had 
decided. He tore his robes, an act that symbolized great outrage or deep 
grief. In Caiaphas’s view, the trial was over and the verdict was clear.

The high priest summed up his view of the situation for his colleagues: 
Jesus had openly blasphemed. In Caiaphas’s mind, Jesus had shown utter 
contempt for God by asserting to be on par with Him as the Son of God. The 
accused had incriminated Himself. The irony of the situation was that Jesus 
would be put to death for telling the truth about who He is.

VERSE 66

What is your decision?” They answered, “He deserves death! ” 
The members of the Sanhedrin were asked to render a decision about what 
to do with Jesus. Their answer was quick: He deserves death! The question 
was then a matter of whether the council would follow the prescribed Old 
Testament penalty for blasphemy against God: death by stoning (see Lev. 
24:16). There was no possibility of the members of the Sanhedrin opting for 
leniency. They had already plotted to do away with Jesus (Matt. 26:3-4). 

John 18:31 suggests that the Roman government did not favor letting 
groups such as the Jews execute offenders without the governor’s approval. 
The members of the Sanhedrin thus realized they would have to take Jesus 
before Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor of Judea, who happened to be in 
Jerusalem at the time. They would have to hand Jesus over to Pilate and then 
argue for the death penalty to be carried out by Roman officials. Moreover, 
to obtain the verdict they wanted would require changing the charge against 
Jesus from blasphemy (which Pilate would have dismissed) to treason 
against the emperor (since Jesus claimed to be a king). 

VERSES 67-68

Then they spat in his face and beat him; others slapped him and 
said, “Prophesy to us, Messiah! Who was it that hit you?” 
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With the guilty verdict reached, the condemned prisoner was subjected to 
humiliation and abuse. Some council members spat in Jesus’ face, a serious 
insult that demonstrated their revulsion against His claims. Others heaped 
physical abuse on Jesus, slapping Him in the face and beating Him, perhaps 
with whips or rods. Mark 14:65 indicates that Jesus was blindfolded when 
His opponents began to taunt Him cruelly as a would-be (in their minds) 
Messiah. They struck Him and then challenged Him to identify the attacker. 

ABANDONED BY HIS FRIENDS (Matt. 26:69-75)

Three times in a courtyard outside the place where Jesus was on trial, Peter 
denied having any association with Jesus. After a rooster crowed, Peter 
realized his failure and was grief-stricken as a result.

VERSES 69-70

Now Peter was sitting outside in the courtyard. A servant girl 
approached him and said, “You were with Jesus the Galilean too.” 
But he denied it in front of everyone: “I don’t know what you’re 
talking about.” 
Here the Gospel writer interrupted the account of Jesus’ trial to describe 
Peter’s “trial.” On one hand, Jesus held up perfectly when His life was 
threatened by powerful authorities. On the other hand, Peter withered and 
failed completely when he was only moderately threatened by individuals 
with neither authority nor status. 

Peter, along with the other disciples, had fled the garden of Gethsemane  
after Jesus was arrested (Matt. 26:56). However, Peter had followed Jesus and 
His captors at a distance as they made their way to the high priest’s residence 
(26:58). He wanted to see what would happen to Jesus, so Peter tried to blend 
in, sitting outside in the courtyard with a number of other people. 

The high priest’s residence probably was a grand house with a walled or 
fenced area. There may well have been a gate or door from the street that 
led into the courtyard, and then another door opening to the interior of the 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Blasphemy” on pages 222-223 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary. Why do you think blasphemy was deemed such 
a serious offense, one that in Jesus’ day was worthy of death? What are 
ways that Christians today can show proper reverence for God’s name?
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house in which the Jewish council interrogated Jesus. The courtyard was 
large enough to accommodate servants and temple police, as well as council 
members who were coming and going. Evidently there was also a fire pit 
in the courtyard, for some bystanders stood warming themselves beside a 
charcoal fire in the chilly predawn hours (John 18:18). 

The first person to take note of Peter and speak up was a servant girl in 
the high priest’s household. She recognized Peter as being with Jesus the 
Galilean. How the girl knew this about Peter is not stated. Perhaps the more 
important point being made was that while Jesus was inside being accused 
and abused by people who held life-and-death authority (humanly speaking), 
His disciple Peter faced a mild accusation by a virtually powerless servant girl. 
And yet Peter’s courage crumbled instantly. He denied that he had been with 
Jesus. He spoke in a voice loud enough for everyone in the courtyard to hear. 
He protested that he didn’t know what [the girl was] talking about. 

VERSES 71-72

When he had gone out to the gateway, another woman saw him 
and told those who were there, “This man was with Jesus the 
Nazarene!” And again he denied it with an oath: “I don’t know 
the man!” 
Fearing that others might recognize him too, Peter edged toward the 
gateway dividing the courtyard from the street. Likely it was darker there, 
with less opportunity for recognition. Peter did not exit the courtyard 
completely, however; he still wanted to find out what would happen to Jesus. 

This led to Peter’s being identified by another woman—the Gospel writer 
left both of these women unnamed—who announced to everyone in the 
courtyard, “This man was with Jesus the Nazarene!” 

Peter’s first accuser had associated Jesus with Galilee (26:69). Many 
residents of Jerusalem looked down on Galileans. They had even less respect 
for the insignificant Galilean village of Nazareth (see John 1:46). Peter’s 
second accuser associated Jesus with His boyhood hometown. Sadly, Peter’s 
faith wilted again. He not only denied having been with Jesus but also 
denied even knowing the man. The phrase with an oath suggests that Peter 
swore by God’s name that he didn’t know Jesus. 

VERSE 73

After a little while those standing there approached and said to 
Peter, “You really are one of them, since even your accent gives 
you away.” 
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Peter’s third denial came after a little while. Luke 22:59 indicates that it 
happened “about an hour later.” Matthew identified the third accuser in an 
even less specific way than he did the first two accusers—that is, not even 
with the accuser’s gender or social position. He simply implied the accuser 
was someone among those standing there in the courtyard. However, we 
learn from John 18:26 that this third accuser was “one of the high priest’s 
servants, a relative of the man whose ear Peter had cut off” in the garden 
of Gethsemane! Evidently others standing around the fire also chimed in, 
insisting repeatedly that Peter was indeed a follower of Jesus. 

Interestingly, the third accuser—according to Matthew—recognized Peter 
by his accent (“thy speech,” KJV). This too would have been understood by 
Peter as a subtle insult. With so many visitors in Jerusalem for the Passover, 
a person’s accent was scant proof of being a Christ follower. Nevertheless, at 
this point Peter was deep into his misguided attempt at self-preservation. 

VERSE 74

Then he started to curse and to swear with an oath, “I don’t know 
the man!” Immediately a rooster crowed, 
Peter’s third denial was the most forceful of all. First, he started to curse. 
This doesn’t mean that Peter began to spout profanity. It was worse! The Greek 
term rendered curse means that Peter essentially was asking God to condemn 
him to everlasting punishment if what he said was not the truth. Other Bible 
scholars have suggested that Peter may have been asking God to put a curse 
on Jesus if what Peter said to his accusers was a lie (see 1 Cor. 12:3). In either 
understanding, Peter had sunk into dangerous spiritual territory. 

Making matters worse, Peter chose to swear with an oath, just as he had 
done with his second accuser. He called on God to affirm the truth of what he 
was saying. And what he said was to repeat that he did not know the man. 
Peter disowned Jesus. 

In His grace, God did not do what Peter asked Him to do. God did not 
curse Peter to everlasting punishment. Yet God—also graciously—sent 
Peter a reminder of the intense spiritual battle that was going on. Just then 
a rooster crowed. No doubt from that day forward until the end of his life, 
Peter could not hear a crowing rooster without his conscience being pricked 
about his miserable spiritual failure on the night before Jesus was crucified. 

VERSE 75

and Peter remembered the words Jesus had spoken, “Before the 
rooster crows, you will deny me three times.” And he went outside 
and wept bitterly.  
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The words Peter remembered are devastating in their effect. They tell 
us that, in his foolish attempts at self preservation, Peter had forgotten 
something important that Christ had said. Peter forgot in the sense that he 
had suppressed the memory of the words Jesus had spoken at the Passover 
meal only hours earlier (26:34). Jesus had even given Peter a sign—the 
rooster’s crowing—that instantly and indelibly reminded Peter that Jesus 
had known this would happen. Peter’s failure occurred just as Jesus had 
predicted. Peter fled from the high priest’s courtyard. None of the Gospel 
writers tell us where Peter went to shed his tears of repentance.

Strikingly, the last reference to Simon Peter in Matthew’s Gospel states 
simply that he went outside and wept bitterly. Unless the first readers of 
this Gospel knew firsthand about Peter’s restoration by Jesus or had access 
to another Gospel account (see John 21), they may not have learned the rest 
of Peter’s story. On the other hand, they would have learned from Matthew 
28:16 that after Jesus’ resurrection, “the eleven disciples traveled to Galilee, 
to the mountain where Jesus had directed them.” Thus, Peter would have 
been among those to whom Jesus spoke the Great Commission, the church’s 
marching orders (28:18-20). 

Today, we have the four Gospel accounts (as well as Acts and two New 
Testament epistles) from which to draw a more complete portrait of Peter’s 
devotion to Christ. Peter’s spiritual failure on the night before Jesus was 
crucified shows what it is like to fail to confess Jesus as He deserves to be 
confessed by His followers. It also shows that such failures do not have to 
damage a believer forever. The wonderful testimony of Peter (and the other 
apostles, who also abandoned Jesus on that night) disproves the notion that 
Christians who falter in faith can never be restored to usefulness in God’s 
kingdom. God’s gracious forgiveness and a faltering disciple’s repentance can 
turn failure into an even greater devotion to Christ. Just ask Peter.

In conclusion, consider some implications of this study for our lives today. 
First, Jesus is who He claimed to be. He is the promised Messiah, the Son 
of God, who will reign eternally. Second, unbelievers’ rejection of Jesus as 
the Messiah-King does not and cannot change the fact of who He is. Third, 
believers in Jesus are to remain loyal to Him regardless of the potential risks.

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the account of Jesus’ restoring Peter in John 21:14-19. Why did Peter 
need to be restored? How did the risen Christ restore Peter? When have 
you experienced Christ’s restoration? How did your love for Christ grow?
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Crucified
Jesus willingly sacrificed His life to pay the price for all of 
humanity’s sin.

When the 2004 movie The Passion of the Christ first appeared in theaters, 
my wife and I debated about whether to go and see it. Previews warned of 
the film’s graphic portrayals of Jesus’ beatings and crucifixion. We finally 
decided to attend an afternoon showing. When the movie was over, both of 
us were emotionally spent as we drove home. 

Little by little we began to talk about the most poignant scenes in the film. 
We realized, of course, that the brutality depicted on the screen was not real 
but rather was a portrayal by actors and filmmakers. Still, we contemplated 
that the cruel practices of flogging and crucifixion were not imaginary; 
these practices actually were carried out on victims at one time in history. 
Around A.D. 30 in the city of Jerusalem, Jesus the Messiah-King unjustly 
suffered bitter public humiliation, bloody beatings, and the horror of death by 
crucifixion—all at the hands of human beings determined to get rid of Him. 

A few nights later, my wife and I welcomed a group of seminary students 
into our home for a discussion of the movie, both as to its historical accuracy 
and to the impact it had on us as viewers. We reached three main conclusions. 
First, all of us agreed that the film’s visual effects had given us a deeper grasp, 
both emotionally and intellectually, of the horror that was Roman crucifixion. 
Second, we concluded that the movie fell far short in communicating the 
gospel message of substitutionary atonement—in other words, that “Christ 
died for our sins” (1 Cor. 15:3). Third, we all agreed that we would not attend 
the movie a second time. We valued the fact that the biblical accounts of Jesus’ 
crucifixion did not dwell on or exploit the graphic scenes of violence, yet they 
communicated enough to show the gospel truth that “God proves his own 
love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). 

In this session, we will examine the passage in Matthew that depicts Jesus’ 
death on the cross. Matthew did not say whether he witnessed the event or 
learned the details from others who were there. Nevertheless, he gave factual 
details that emphasize how Jesus willingly endured the humiliation and 
horror of the cross to pay the redemption price for sinful humanity. 

Session 12 > Matthew 27:41-52

© 2017 LifeWay



121Se ssion 12:   Crucified

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 27:33-66

Matthew revealed at various points in his Gospel account that many Jewish 
religious leaders became increasingly hostile toward Jesus. They accused 
Him of being in league with the devil (9:34). They secretly plotted ways to  
destroy Jesus (12:14). They tried to trick Him into speaking words they could 
later use against Him in a trial (16:1; 22:15), and they conspired to arrest 
Him by treachery and put Him to death (26:4). 

With the help of Judas the betrayer, the determined religious leaders 
arrested Jesus in the middle of the night as He prayed in a garden on the 
Mount of Olives (26:47-50). They convicted Jesus in a series of hearings 
fraught with unlawful actions. Then on Friday morning after daybreak, they 
hauled Jesus before the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, to gain an official 
death sentence (27:1-2). They used an angry, vocal crowd and veiled political 
threats to convince Pilate to condemn Jesus and dispatch a squad of soldiers 
to execute Him (27:19-31). 

The crucifixion took place outside the city wall. An unfortunate traveler, 
Simon from Cyrene, was compelled to carry Jesus’ cross to the place of 
execution. The Aramaic name of the place was Golgotha [GAHL guh thuh], 
which means “Skull Place.” (The English name Calvary derives from the Latin 
equivalent of Golgotha.) Before being crucified, Jesus was offered but refused 
a mixture of wine and gall, probably designed to dull the senses (27:32-34).

The soldiers crucified Jesus between two criminals, then claimed Jesus’ 
clothing as their own. A placard that named Jesus’ capital offense—claiming 
to be a king—was tacked onto the cross above His head. As He hung on the 
cross, hostile passersby insulted Jesus, repeating the charge that the false 
witnesses had spoken at His trial before the Sanhedrin. Others mocked Him 
for promising to save others while being unable to save Himself (27:35-44). 

Darkness came over the crucifixion scene from noon until three p.m., at 
which time Jesus cried out to the Father about His sense of abandonment. 
Bystanders misunderstood Jesus’ cry, thinking that He was pleading for the 
prophet Elijah’s help (27:45-49). When Jesus expired, some unusual events 
occurred: the temple curtain dividing the holy place from the holy of holies 
was ripped from top to bottom; an earthquake shook open many tombs, 
which later allowed resurrected saints to enter the city (27:50-53).

A wealthy secret follower of Jesus named Joseph obtained permission 
from Pilate to bury Jesus’ body. Two women followers of Jesus watched the 
burial. Meanwhile, the religious leaders convinced Pilate to post a guard 
outside the tomb to secure it (27:57-66). 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
MOCKED (Matt. 27:41-44)

Many in the crowd that witnessed Jesus’ crucifixion mocked and ridiculed 
Him as He hung on the cross. The mockers were led by the religious leaders 
to hurl distorted accusations against Jesus.

VERSE 41

In the same way the chief priests, with the scribes and elders, 
mocked him and said, 
Matthew described three groups who mocked the crucified Jesus. First 
was a group of people who simply passed by the place of execution. As they 
walked, some in this group took malicious pleasure in taunting these victims 
of public execution (27:39-40). A second group was comprised of Jewish 
religious and community leaders who for some time had been conspiring to 
get rid of Jesus (27:41-43). A small third group consisted of the two convicted 
criminals crucified alongside Jesus (27:44).

Matthew further delineated the second group of mockers as including the 
chief priests, with the scribes and elders. The term rendered chief priests 
could refer to current and former (deposed) high priests or, in some contexts, 
to adult male members of the most prominent priestly families (see 27:1). 
Whether Caiaphas [KAY uh fuhs], the current high priest and leader of the 
Sanhedrin, actually witnessed Jesus’ crucifixion is not stated.

Scribes (“teachers of the law,” NIV) were experts in reading, comparing, 
and transcribing the Jewish Scriptures, the Old Testament. Their spiritual 
hardness of heart surely was evidenced by the fact that these men did not 
recognize the biblical prophecies that Jesus fulfilled. As tribal and community 
leaders, elders in Israel’s history dated at least as far back as the time of the 
exodus (see Ex. 3:16,18). Often they served as judges (Deut. 19:11-12). The 
elders had joined with the chief priests in handing over Jesus to Pilate (27:1).

VERSE 42

“He saved others, but he cannot save himself! He is the King of 
Israel! Let him come down now from the cross, and we will believe 
in him. 
With their first words of derision, the Jewish leaders looked back on all the 
reports they had heard about Jesus’ healing miracles—reports that He saved 
others. Perhaps at the time the religious leaders withheld judgment about 
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whether Jesus actually delivered some blind people from physical darkness, 
paralytics from lameness, and possessed people from evil spirits. Now before 
their eyes, however, Jesus appeared helpless to save himself. 

What these mockers did not grasp was that in order to save people from 
something even greater than sickness—everlasting separation from God—
Jesus could not and would not save Himself. He saved others (including 
believers today) from sin only because He did not save Himself from the cross. 

John 19:21 reveals that the chief priests complained to Pilate about the 
wording of the placard above Jesus’ head. They wanted it to specify that Jesus 
only claimed to be the King of the Jews. They didn’t want anyone to believe 
the title was true. Thus, the words He is the King of Israel in Matthew 
27:42 were spoken strictly in derision. 

Likewise, the words let him come down now from the cross were meant 
as a horrible joke. The scoffers could see the nails in Jesus’ hands and feet. 
He was helpless, hanging there. Nevertheless, Bible students have rightly 
noted that it was not the nails but rather amazing love that kept Jesus on 
the cross. Would the Jewish leaders have repented and believed if God had 
intervened at that moment? Not at all. Faith that demands miraculous signs 
is an inadequate faith (see Matt. 16:4). 

VERSE 43

He trusts in God; let God rescue him now—if he takes pleasure in 
him! For he said, ‘I am the Son of God.’” 
Perhaps the Jewish Scripture experts observing the crucifixion recalled 
the words of Psalm 22:8 as a way to express further ridicule toward Jesus. 
The Old Testament verse states, “He relies on the Lord; let him save him; 
let the Lord rescue him, since he takes pleasure in him.” In any case, this 
taunt suggested that Jesus was not actually a good man. For if He was truly 
righteous, then God would surely rescue him. 

The scoffers also recalled Jesus’ claim to be the Son of God. It was this 
claim that the Sanhedrin had used to charge Jesus with blasphemy (26:65). 
Further, God’s refusal to deliver the crucified Christ was proof—in the 
scoffers’ minds at least—that Jesus was not God’s Son. Rather, He was an 
impostor and a blasphemer. How it must have stung Jesus to hear such bitter 
words of rejection by the religious leaders concerning His true relationship 
with His Father!

VERSE 44

In the same way even the criminals who were crucified with him 
taunted him. 
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The third group to mock Jesus consisted of the two criminals who were 
crucified alongside Him. Assuming that these men were Jewish, we have 
seen in three short verses an indication that Jesus’ denunciation by every 
strata of His people was complete.

Interestingly, we learn from Luke’s Gospel that one of these criminals 
evidently changed his mind about Jesus. The repentant one realized that 
Jesus was being unjustly executed while he and the other criminal deserved 
their punishment. He humbly asked Jesus to remember him in the coming 
kingdom of God, an act that Jesus promised to do (see Luke 23:40-43). 

FORSAKEN (Matt. 27:45-49)

After darkness fell over the land for a span of three hours, Jesus quoted the 
opening words of Psalm 22. The crowd misunderstood Jesus, thinking that 
He was calling out to Elijah for help.

VERSE 45

From noon until three in the afternoon darkness came over the 
whole land. 
To this point, Matthew’s account of the crucifixion focused on Jesus as the 
silent victim of undeserved brutality and humiliation. In this verse, Matthew 
turned his readers’ attention from the human elements surrounding the 
crucifixion to some supernatural elements. God the Father did not choose to 
rescue His Son from the cross, but neither was the Heavenly Father absent 
or idle during the event.

Mark 15:25 indicates that Jesus was nailed to the cross at around nine in 
the morning. Thus, at noon He would have been hanging in great pain and 
distress for approximately three hours. Midday would normally have been 
the brightest and hottest part of the day, even in early spring. But something 
supernatural happened: darkness came over the whole land for the next  

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Cross, Crucifixion” on pages 368-371 in the 
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary. Based on what you’ve learned about 
this cruel form of execution, why do you think it was necessary for Jesus 
Christ to be crucified in order to provide the way of salvation? What is 
your personal response to knowing that Jesus endured the cross so that 
you might be saved?
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several hours. This was not a natural occurrence, such as a fortunately timed 
eclipse of the sun. Bible scholars have pointed out that Passover happened 
each year at the time of a full moon; solar eclipses could occur only at the 
time of a new moon. Thus, God acted supernaturally to bring the whole 
land—probably a reference to the area immediately around Jerusalem—into 
the darkness of night. The Gospel writer did not attempt to explain how this 
event happened; he only confirmed that it did happen. 

We might reflect, however, on why it happened. Some Bible students have 
suggested that the creation itself was in mourning over the crucifixion of its 
Creator. Others have proposed that the Father was showing His displeasure 
toward those responsible for killing His Son. Still others suggest that God 
was veiling the cross from public view while His Son bore the sins of the 
world. All of these views may be facets of the true purpose of the darkness.

VERSE 46

About three in the afternoon Jesus cried out with a loud voice, 
“Elí, Elí, lemá sabachtháni?” that is, “My God, my God, why have 
you abandoned me?” 
Three in the afternoon was the usual time for the daily evening sacrifice 
on the temple’s great altar outside the holy place. Perhaps, then, the three 
hours of darkness leading up to this moment can be rightly interpreted as 
the time when Jesus was being offered up to God as a sacrifice for the sins of 
the world. Jesus was the true Passover lamb, fulfilling what John the Baptist 
had revealed when he said of Jesus, “Here is the Lamb of God, who takes 
away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). After the resurrection and the birth 
of the church, the apostle Paul declared to believers in Corinth, “Christ our 
Passover lamb has been sacrificed” (1 Cor. 5:7). 

Jesus’ cry of abandonment is perhaps the most poignant and mysterious 
statement in Scripture. It is drawn from Psalm 22:1. Note the following 
points about this saying from the cross:

• The phrase Elí, Elí [EE ligh] reflects the Hebrew term meaning “My God.” 
It is repeated for emphasis. Mark 15:34 reflects the Aramaic spelling of the 
term, “Eloi” [EE loh igh (eye)] In the agony of His crucifixion, Jesus’ diction 
was surely affected. Different hearers likely heard Him differently.

• This is the only occasion in Matthew’s Gospel in which Jesus addressed 
God by a name other than Father. Jesus was quoting from Psalm 22:1, yet 
that verse might have entered Jesus’ thinking as an expression of His own 
sense of abandonment on the cross. 

• The question why have you abandoned me can have two possible 
emphases. On one hand, Jesus might have been asking for the motive 
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behind the Father’s forsaking Him. The answer to that emphasis would be 
that the Father could not look upon such evil (see Hab. 1:13). On the other 
hand, Jesus might have been asking about the consequence, or result, of His 
abandonment. To that emphasis, the answer must be that Jesus’ atoning 
death on the cross would result in the way of salvation being provided for 
sinners. Jesus was draining the cup of God’s wrath that the Father did not 
remove from Him (see Matt. 26:39,42).

• Many Christians have noted that because Jesus willingly suffered alone 
on the cross for our sins, no believer ever has to do so. Whoever we are, 
whatever we may have done in the past, we as believers will never have to 
ask, “My God, why have you abandoned me?”

• Ultimately, none of us can understand the full extent of Jesus’ agony 
and abandonment expressed in this cry. Neither can we fully comprehend 
the eternal mystery of the relationship among the Persons of the Trinity as 
Jesus hung on the cross for our sins.

VERSE 47

When some of those standing there heard this, they said, “He’s 
calling for Elijah.” 
Perhaps because Jesus’ voice was strained by pain, perhaps because He 
cried out in the original language of Psalm 22:1, or maybe because of the 
hearers’ distance from the cross—whatever the exact reason—some of 
those standing around the area misunderstood what Jesus cried out. They 
thought He was calling for Elijah, not for God. 

The prophet Elijah, of course, played a significant role in Jewish 
expectations concerning the Messiah. This Old Testament prophet was 
expected to reappear on the scene and announce the arrival of “the great and 
terrible day of the Lord” (Mal. 4:5). Indeed, Jesus had declared that John 
the Baptist was the fulfillment of that prophecy (Matt. 11:13-14). Popular 
expectations, however, envisioned that Elijah would appear from heaven to 
help the Jewish nation in a time of special need. 

VERSE 48

Immediately one of them ran and got a sponge, filled it with sour 
wine, put it on a stick, and offered him a drink. 
Jesus had earlier refused to drink a mixture of wine and gall (or myrrh; see 
Mark 15:23). An unnamed person, after hearing Jesus’ cry of abandonment, 
took pity and offered Jesus another drink. Perhaps the person concluded that 
Jesus was starting to hallucinate from dehydration. (John 19:28 records that 
about this time Jesus cried out that He was thirsty.) Sour wine (“vinegar,” 
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KJV; “wine vinegar,” NIV) likely was not the same concoction offered to Jesus 
earlier but instead the kind of diluted wine vinegar soldiers often drank. 

Presumably, Jesus did not refuse to drink this time. Many Bible students 
today find in Psalm 69:21 a prophetic foreshadowing of this moment for 
Jesus on the cross. The psalmist, in a plea for divine help, cried out, “they 
gave me gall for my food, and for my thirst they gave me vinegar to drink.” 

VERSE 49

But the rest said, “Let’s see if Elijah comes to save him.” 
If the bystander who provided Jesus with a drink acted in mercy, others were 
not so kind. The phrase the rest refers to the mockers and scoffers who were 
at the scene only to add insult to injury. They believed that every passing 
minute in which God did not show up to rescue Jesus and Elijah did not 
come to save him was that much more proof He was an impostor. They were 
not interested in helping Jesus. They were not moved by the one bystander’s 
act of compassion. And despite their wait-and-see comment, they surely did 
not expect the prophet Elijah to come to the rescue. They were there for one 
reason: to watch Jesus die.

SACRIFICED (Matt. 27:50-52)

With a final cry, Jesus willingly died for our sins. As a result of His death, the 
temple curtain dividing the holy place and holy of holies was suddenly torn 
from top to bottom. An earthquake shook the area violently, splitting stones 
in half. Bodies of people buried in tombs were raised from the dead.

EXPLORE FURTHER
What were Jesus’ last words before dying on the cross? Read the 
following passages, and fill in the list with a single word or short phrase 
that describes each of Jesus’ sayings from the cross:

Luke 23:34                                 Luke 23:43                               

John 19:26-27                                 Matthew 27:46                               

John 19:28                                 John 19:30                               

Luke 23:46                               

What do these sayings, taken together, tell you about who Jesus is? How 
do they instruct you in living today as a follower of Christ?
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VERSE 50

But Jesus cried out again with a loud voice and gave up his spirit. 
Jesus cried out again. This cry may have been the kind of loud, purely 
guttural shout that a person makes in final defiance of a foe. Jesus’ suffering 
was almost over. He had not flinched from taking on the full cup of God’s 
wrath against sin. He was ready to give up his spirit—that is, to die. 

On the other hand, this cry could have been the same victorious shout 
mentioned in John 19:30: “It is finished.” After all, the Gospel writer John 
was an eyewitness at the scene and was close enough to hear Jesus speak 
(see John 19:26-27). John may have heard the precise words Jesus cried out, 
while others heard only a loud sound.

In any case, all the Gospel writers emphasized that Jesus’ death on the 
cross was neither a fluke nor a failure on His part. God was in control of 
the situation, no matter how it appeared to others. No one took Jesus’ life; 
He gave it freely. His death occurred as an intentional act of His will. He 
entrusted his spirit to the Heavenly Father, confident that He would be raised 
again on the third day, just as He had promised His disciples (Matt. 16:21; 
17:23; 20:19; 26:32). 

VERSE 51

Suddenly, the curtain of the sanctuary was torn in two from top 
to bottom, the earth quaked, and the rocks were split. 
The first supernatural event connected with the crucifixion had been the 
darkness occurring at midday (27:45). Now Matthew noted some additional 
unexplained phenomena. The curtain of the sanctuary was torn in 
two from top to bottom. This large, heavy curtain (60 feet high and 30 
feet wide) hung in the main temple building. It separated the holy place 
(where the table of showbread, lampstand, and incense altar were located) 
from the holy of holies, or most holy place (where the ark of the covenant 
stood). Only the high priest could step beyond this curtain—he could do so 
only one time each year, on the Day of Atonement, to make an atonement 
sacrifice for the sins of all the people. The curtain was a visual symbol of the 
separation between creature and Creator, between sinful humanity and the 
holy, righteous God.

Consider two theological applications drawn from this unique event. First, 
the direction in which the curtain tore, from the top down, demonstrates that 
it was an action initiated by God. In a sense, God was pronouncing judgment 
on the temple; it was a foreshadowing of its destruction (and with it the end 
of animal sacrifice for God’s people) in A.D. 70. Second, the tearing of the 
curtain symbolized the removal of the barrier between God and humanity. 
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The supreme atonement sacrifice for sin had been made. No other sacrifice 
for humanity’s sin was required or needed (see Heb. 9:12,24-26). 

Another supernatural phenomenon that followed Jesus’ death—reported 
only by Matthew—was an earthquake so violent that rocks were split. 
Jerusalem is in an earthquake-prone region. Thus, it was the timing of this 
event rather than the fact of the earthquake that was unique. Matthew 
further reported that the centurion in charge of the crucifixion was convinced 
that the earthquake pointed to God’s activity in Jesus (Matt. 27:54). 

VERSE 52

The tombs were also opened and many bodies of the saints who 
had fallen asleep were raised. 
Like the uniquely timed earthquake, the event described in this verse also 
is reported only in Matthew’s Gospel. Indeed, the two events likely were 
related—that is, the earthquake appears to have been the means by which 
the tombs were … opened. These tombs were similar to the kind of rock-
hewn burial cave in which Jesus’ body would be placed later that day (27:60). 

While the earthquake may have caused the tombs’ doors to suddenly 
open, what happened next could only have been the activity of the living 
God. Many bodies of the saints (“holy people,” NIV) who had fallen asleep 
were raised. We may think of these saints as people of God who had died in 
faith while looking forward to the fulfillment of God’s promises, including 
resurrection (see Heb. 11:13,19,39-40). 

We cannot say for certain whether these resurrected saints were brought 
back to physical life for a season—that is, until they, like Jairus’s daughter 
and Lazarus, experienced physical death a second time—or were raised in 
the way that Jesus was. If the latter is the case, these saints were allowed 
to appear for a time in their resurrected bodies (see Matt. 27:53) and then 
later were transported into heaven. Either way, the truth that Matthew 
emphasized was that Jesus’ atoning death and resurrection opened the way 
for believers to be forgiven, to experience new life, and to look forward with 
confidence to our own resurrection. 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Curtain” on page 373 in the Holman Illustrated 
Bible Dictionary. In what ways did Jesus’ death on the cross provide access 
to God for all people? What does it mean to you personally that you have 
access to God through faith in Jesus Christ? To whom could you tell this 
good news in the week ahead?
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What Do We Do 
Now?
Jesus expects His followers to seek to be disciple-makers of 
all people.

Have you ever witnessed a military commissioning ceremony? My father 
served as a commissioned officer in the U.S. Navy during World War II. 
I have long wished that I could have witnessed his commissioning ceremony. 
I wasn’t there, but I’ve done some research to learn more about what the 
ceremony likely included. I know, for example, that at some point the 
commanding officer proudly placed insignia on my father’s uniform and 
presented him with a certificate of appointment. 

No doubt there was a moment also when my father was instructed 
that, with his appointment, he had become an agent of the United States 
government and its commander-in-chief, the president. Finally, at some point 
my father would have lifted his hand to swear a solemn oath. He would have 
sworn to support and defend the Constitution against all enemies foreign and 
domestic, to bear true faith and allegiance to the same without any mental 
reservation or purpose of evasion, and to faithfully discharge his duties. Dad 
would have sealed his oath with the words “so help me God.”

The Lord Jesus Christ did not plan an elaborate ceremony, but He did 
commission His followers to carry out God’s worldwide gospel mission in His 
name. Thankfully, Matthew recorded the Lord’s marching orders at the close 
of his Gospel. We will focus on the Great Commission in this session. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
MATTHEW 28:16-20

In one sense, the entirety of Matthew’s Gospel serves as the context for 
this session. Neither this Gospel nor any of the other three New Testament 

Session 13 > Matthew 28:16-20
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Gospels is a mere biography of Jesus’ life on earth. The four Gospels, of 
course, do give us important biographical information about Jesus—when 
He was born, people with whom He associated, what He did as an adult, 
and how he died. But the Gospels were written for a much greater purpose, 
explained in John’s Gospel in this way: “Jesus performed many other signs 
in the presence of his disciples that are not written in this book. But these are 
written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, 
and that by believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:30-31).

Matthew’s Gospel, written at some time after the events of Jesus’ death, 
resurrection, and ascension, not only tells the amazing gospel story but 
also equips Christ’s followers (then and now) to make disciples who make 
other disciples (see 2 Tim. 2:2). Matthew’s Gospel trains the Messiah-King’s 
commissioned ambassadors to carry out the King’s business. It challenges 
the church to take the gospel to all nations. (Recall that only Matthew’s 
Gospel includes Jesus’ use of the Greek word rendered “church”; see 16:18; 
18:17.) With this is mind, let us be reminded of some key themes we have 
encountered throughout this Gospel. 

• Matthew provided a historical basis for understanding what it means 
to be disciples of Jesus and citizens of the kingdom of God. In this way, we 
understand our true identity.

• Matthew revealed the Person with whom we as believers have entered an 
intimate relationship of loyalty and love.

• Matthew gave examples of the authority by which disciples are sent out 
to extend the good news to lost, helpless, hopeless people. 

• Matthew recorded the King’s teaching about the character of those who 
are citizens of the kingdom of heaven. Further, He has given the King’s 
guidelines about right relationships within the community of the church.

• Matthew presented the only true message of hope for a world facing 
God’s judgment against sin. As Jesus’ disciples, we are commissioned to 
proclaim this destiny-changing message boldly and in love.

As Matthew brought his Gospel to a close, he told of the empty tomb 
and of Jesus’ appearance to (and commissioning of) the women on Easter 
morning (28:1-10). Then he described how the soldiers were bribed to lie 
about what had happened to Jesus’ body (28:11-15). Matthew did not tell 
about a number of Jesus’ resurrection appearances that are described in the 
other three Gospels. Instead, he chose to report only one event in which 
the risen Lord appeared to the eleven apostles—the occasion on which He 
commissioned them as gospel evangelists. In this way, Matthew highlighted 
the significance both of the resurrection as well as the commission Christ 
gave. The significance for us is clear: Jesus has always expected His followers 
to seek to be disciple-makers in all the nations of the world. 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
WORSHIP (Matt. 28:16-17)

The eleven remaining disciples met Jesus in Galilee after His resurrection. 
They worshiped Him, even though some had doubts.

VERSE 16

The eleven disciples traveled to Galilee, to the mountain where 
Jesus had directed them. 
All of the eleven disciples lived in Galilee when Jesus called them to follow 
Him. Judas Iscariot had been the only non-Galilean of the Twelve, and he 
now was dead (Matt. 27:3-5). Recall that Matthew (the Gospel writer; also 
known as Levi) had been a tax collector in Capernaum, a town located on 
the northwest shore of the Sea of Galilee that Jesus made His early ministry 
base (9:1,9). Several other disciples also called Capernaum home, including 
Peter and Andrew and perhaps James and John as well. The disciples, now 
apostles, had traveled with Jesus throughout His ministry, and they had 
followed Him to Judea—to the city of Jerusalem—for the climactic events 
that occurred there. 

With Jesus having been raised from the dead, one question surely on 
the disciples’ minds was “What do we do now?” At the conclusion of their 
recent Passover meal with Jesus, He had predicted that the disciples would 
abandon Him but also that after His resurrection He would “go ahead of 
[them] to Galilee” (26:32). Further, the women who first found the empty 
tomb were met by the risen Lord Jesus as they hurried back into the city. 
Jesus instructed the women to remind the Eleven to “leave for Galilee,” 
where they too would “see [Him] there” (28:10). 

We do not have a clear-cut time line of the period between Jesus’ 
resurrection and ascension. We know, however, from the four Gospels and 
from passages such as 1 Corinthians 15:5-8 that the risen Christ appeared 
to a number of individuals and groups of His followers on multiple occasions 
before the ascension. Matthew reported only one of those appearances, the 
one when the eleven disciples returned to Galilee and to the mountain where 
Jesus had directed them. The Gospel writer clearly wanted to emphasize the 
resurrection appearance that focused on Jesus’ commissioning of the church.

On which mountain in Galilee were the disciples to gather? Matthew did 
not specify. In fact, except for the Mount of Olives, Matthew never identified 
by name any of the mountains on which Jesus taught great kingdom truths 
or had significant experiences (see Matt. 5:1; 14:23; 15:29-30; 17:1-2). 
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Throughout Scripture, however, mountains often were recognized as special 
places of revelation and communion with God. 

VERSE 17

When they saw him, they worshiped, but some doubted. 
This verse is punctuated by three important verbs—action words—that 
deserve careful attention. First, the eleven disciples saw Jesus. Eventually 
the disciples would conclude without reservation that the risen Jesus had 
appeared to them. Yet in comparing this verb to the words “Jesus came near” 
in the subsequent verse, the implication seems to be that Jesus approached 
the Eleven from a distance. Then as He got closer to them, they were able to 
better recognize Him. John’s Gospel tells of another resurrection appearance 
in which Jesus could be seen at a distance, yet the disciples did not recognize 
Him until He spoke to them (John 21:4). Luke’s Gospel recounts that two of 
Jesus’ followers encountered the risen Lord as they walked toward Emmaus, 
but they were kept from recognizing Him for a time (Luke 24:13-16). 
These instances remind us that Jesus’ resurrection appearances were both 
mysterious and unpredictable.

The second action word of Matthew 28:17 comes in the two-word clause 
they worshiped. Matthew meant for those who heard his Gospel account to 
know that worship is always the proper response to Jesus the Messiah-King. 
Forms of this verb appear at key points in Matthew’s Gospel. Consider, for 
example, the following instances: 

• When the wise men from the east found the young Child-King with His 
mother, they fell to their knees and worshiped Him, presenting Him with 
gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh (Matt. 2:11).

• The devil tempted Jesus to worship him, but Jesus countered that only 
One was to be worshiped, the Lord God (4:9-10).

• The disciples worshiped Jesus after He calmed a storm on the sea, 
declaring their certainty that Jesus was (and is) the Son of God (14:33).

• The women who encountered the risen Lord as they returned from the 
empty tomb fell at Jesus’ feet and worshiped Him (28:9).

The term rendered worshiped generally denoted the act of bowing, kneeling, 
or falling at the feet of someone, thus acknowledging respect for and humble 
submission to the person. When the object of worship was considered divine, 
then the worshiper was further offering honor, reverence, and worth.

The third action word in 28:17 reveals that some doubted. While at first 
this might seem to be a surprising response, it reflects Matthew’s report 
of the occasion. The term translated doubted likely refers in this context to 
hesitation rather than unbelief. Why were some of the disciples hesitant 
even though all of them had just worshiped Jesus? Bible students have 
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offered some possible reasons. First, some of the disciples may not have 
been absolutely certain the figure they saw at a distance was actually the 
resurrected Jesus. They joined the other disciples in bowing, but they did so 
with hesitation. Second, some of the disciples may have felt unsure about 
how Jesus would respond to their having abandoned Him in the garden. 
Finally, some disciples may have doubted for the moment because they had 
not yet fully grasped Jesus’ divine nature. If this is the case, however, the 
doubters would soon fully embrace His deity.

POWER (Matt. 28:18)

Jesus declared to His disciples that He possesses all authority in heaven and 
over all creation.

VERSE 18

Jesus came near and said to them, “All authority has been given 
to me in heaven and on earth. 
Jesus recognized the hesitation—doubt—among some of His disciples and 
therefore came near. The verb rendered came near appears also in Matthew 
17:7, in which the three disciples Peter, James, and John fell at Jesus’ feet in 
fear after His transfiguration. The verb underscores Jesus’ gracious initiative 
in helping His followers overcome their doubts and fears. The disciples 
were about to receive marching orders beyond anything they might have 
anticipated. They would not be able to carry out their mission in their own 
strength. Thus, Jesus began by offering the foundation for the assignment 
He was about to give His disciples as representatives of all who would later 
follow the risen Christ. 

Jesus’ declaration of His authority is to be understood first of all as a 
fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy. In Daniel 7:14, the messianic Son of 
Man “was given dominion, and glory, and a kingdom; so that those of every 
people, nation, and language should serve Him.” Jesus had quoted Daniel 
7:13 to the high priest when He was on trial after His arrest, but He had 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Worship” on pages 1686-1688 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary. How would you explain to a “doubter” today 
that Jesus is the resurrected Lord and is worthy of worship? What are 
ways that you express worship to Jesus Christ?
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said this would be fulfilled “in the future” (Matt. 26:64). Now the future had 
arrived. Jesus was exercising the Messiah-King’s authority. 

The Heavenly Father entrusted Jesus with authority during His earthly 
ministry to teach powerfully and to accomplish miraculous things (see 7:29; 
9:6,8; 21:23-24). Now, however, Jesus was ready to exercise all authority. No 
longer would His authority be manifested only in the limited geographical 
regions of the promised land. His authority now extended throughout all the 
earth. Further, His royal rule extended to heaven—the realm of spiritual 
reality—as well. The heavens and the earth God had created in the beginning 
were now declared to be under the full authority of the risen Christ.

Matthew 28:18 also underscores Jesus’ complete triumph over the devil. 
In particular, the devil had tempted Jesus in the wilderness by promising to 
give Him all the world’s kingdoms. (The tempter actually had no authority 
to offer!) All Jesus had to do, so the temptation went, was to fall down and 
worship the devil, thereby giving up on the Father’s plan for redeeming to 
Himself a kingdom “from every tribe and language and people and nation” 
(Rev. 5:9). Because Jesus rebuked the devil and obeyed the Father, He now 
wielded all authority … in heaven and on earth. Such authority means that 
Jesus not only has the right to give His followers their marching orders but 
also the power to enable them to carry out the mission. 

MISSION (Matt. 28:19-20a)

Jesus directed His followers to make disciples in all the world’s nations, 
baptizing those who believe and teaching them to obey Christ.

VERSE 19

Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in 
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
Many Bible students have observed that Jesus’ Great Commission contains 
four important verb forms. We will consider each one in turn. The word 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Authority, Divine Authority” on pages 145-146 
in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary. Take note of the discussion 
about intrinsic authority and delegated authority. In what sense is Jesus’ 
authority as expressed in Matthew 28:18 intrinsic? In what sense is it 
delegated? What kind of authority do Jesus’ followers have today?
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rendered therefore appears after the first verb in many English translations. 
(The NIV puts it first in the sentence.) In any case, it is a connecting term that 
bases what follows on what came before it. That is, Christ considered that His 
having all authority was the necessary foundation for His commission. At 
the same time, His authority is the basis for His disciples to boldly carry out 
the actions specified in 28:19-20a. 

1. Go—In the Greek, this word is cast as a passive participle in a tense 
that emphasizes completed action. The word can thus be rendered literally as 
“having gone.” On one hand, some interpreters have underemphasized the 
intentionality of this verb form. That is, they suggest that Jesus was merely 
referring to the going to and fro that believers might do in the business of their 
everyday lives. On the other hand, other interpreters have overemphasized 
the verb form’s force, implying that Jesus was commanding all believers 
everywhere to become vocational missionaries, leaving their home areas 
to evangelize in other nations. While not every believer can go in the sense 
of personally leaving one’s home to be an international missionary, every 
believer can be involved in some way in the church’s mission to personally 
take the gospel to all the world’s nations and people groups. Further, most 
believers can become equipped to share the gospel where they live and 
wherever they go. 

2. Make disciples—This phrase reflects the main verb in 28:19-20a; thus 
it can be understood as the central action of the church’s commission. It is 
an imperative form, which means the action is a command, not a suggestion 
or an option. A disciple is a learner and follower of another. Just as the Lord 
Jesus had made disciples during His earthly ministry, eleven of whom were 
with Him at that moment, likewise those disciples were to lead others to 
follow after Jesus and to learn from Him. The coming generations of disciples 
would not be able to follow Jesus in the flesh; however, they would (soon) be 
indwelled by the Holy Spirit and would have Jesus’ teachings preserved in 
the Holy Scriptures. 

Jesus had made disciples in the limited areas of Galilee and Judea. His 
disciples would be empowered to make disciples of all nations. The phrase 
rendered all nations also can be translated “every ethnic group.” In His Olivet 
Discourse on Tuesday of Passion Week, Jesus had said, “This good news of 
the kingdom will be proclaimed in all the world as a testimony to all nations” 
(Matt. 24:14). In the Great Commission, Jesus declared that His followers 
were authorized to carry out this God-sized task. 

3. Baptizing—This verb form, like the word rendered “go,” also is a 
participle, but it is in the present tense, emphasizing an ongoing action that 
correlates with the main verb. That is, as disciples are made, they are to 
be baptized. Baptism is a beginning point in the journey of discipleship. 

© 2017 LifeWay



137Se ssion 13:   What Do We Do Now?

Early in His public ministry, Jesus instructed His disciples to immerse in 
water those who made a commitment to Him (John 4:2). Now Jesus told 
His apostles that this was meant to be an ongoing part of what it means to 
follow Him. Indeed, wherever Christianity has spread, baptism has been 
practiced as an ordinance, an action instituted by Christ and submitted to 
in obedience to Him. 

In the Great Commission, Jesus was teaching that baptism is a public 
declaration of a person’s faith in Him. It is neither a requirement for nor a 
means of salvation. Rather, it is the believer’s act of obedience to the Lord, an 
evidence that one has truly believed in Christ. 

The words in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit provide important background for understanding the Christian belief 
that there is only one God who exists in three Persons—equally divine and 
perfectly unified in power and purpose. The singular noun name implies 
that God is one. Yet the delineation of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit 
emphasizes that each exists as a Person. Christian baptism initiates new 
disciples into a new identity as a member of God’s family, including a vast 
array of spiritual brothers and sisters who also have become believers. 

VERSE 20a

teaching them to observe everything I have commanded you.  
4. Teaching—The fourth verb form, also a participle in the present tense, 
points us to the ongoing work of disciple-making. Conversion (putting faith 
in Jesus) comes first. Baptism then shows the believer’s readiness to obey 
from the start. Next comes the lifelong task of teaching, learning, and growing 
in the faith. Then and now, this happens week by week in worship gatherings 
throughout the world. Preachers and teachers learn and grow; then they 
engage other followers of Christ with the truths Jesus commanded. 

Consider two emphases deriving from this fourth verb. First, discipleship 
always centers on Jesus. A good starting point for every disciple is Jesus’ 
personal teachings in the Gospels (which Matthew faithfully recorded). By 
extension, however, Jesus had the entirety of the Scriptures in view, because 
the Old Testament is the Word of God that is fulfilled in Jesus (Matt. 5:17-
20). Similarly, the New Testament is the Word of God in which the inspired 
writers narrated the meaning of Christ’s first coming. 

Second, Christian ethics and morality are not optional. Disciples of Jesus 
know they are truly disciples when they are seeking, with His help, to observe 
everything (“obey everything,” NIV) Jesus commanded. Christianity is first 
a relationship of love and trust between the believer and Christ. Then it is a 
lifestyle of obeying His teachings. In other words, discipleship is incomplete 
unless believers are living intentionally in obedience to the Lord’s commands. 
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PRESENCE (Matt. 28:20b)

The risen Lord promised His presence to His disciples as they went about the 
work of making disciples. 

VERSE 20b

And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 
Matthew closed his Gospel with Jesus’ pledge to be present (in the Holy 
Spirit, not in the flesh) with His followers. This is the second attribute of the 
Father that Jesus also claimed in the Great Commission. The Father is all 
powerful (omnipotent); so is Jesus the Son. The Father is present everywhere 
at all times (omnipresent); so is Jesus the Son. Thus Jesus could promise His 
disciples (and us as believers) that He is present with Christians always, to 
the end of the age. The term translated remember emphasizes the solemn 
importance of this promise. 

Consider the four times that Jesus used some form of the word “all” in the 
Great Commission. Taken together, these words represent both a staggering 
promise and a staggering challenge for Christ followers then and now.

• “All authority” (28:18)—The foundation of Jesus’ Great Commission to 
His disciples is His complete power over everything.

• “All nations” (28:19)—The gospel is for all the peoples of the world. All 
need to hear it; the church (of every generation) is responsible to take it.

• “Everything I have commanded” (literally, “all things”; 28:20a)—The 
message Jesus commissioned was God’s Word, the Scriptures.

• “Always” (literally, “all the days”; 28:20b)—The church’s commission to 
make disciples will not end until Christ’s return.

In conclusion, consider the implications of this study for our lives today. 
First, Jesus can be worshiped, even when we have doubts or fears related to 
following Him. Second, believers are to evangelize wherever they go, and the 
church must intentionally send evangelists to make disciples of all nations 
and people groups. Third, Jesus’ followers are to live obedient lives in the 
light of Jesus’ power and presence. 

EXPLORE FURTHER
Read the article titled “Omnipresence” on page 1221 in the Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary. How do you relate this divine attribute of the 
risen Lord Jesus with His promise in the Great Commission to be with His 
followers always? How does this promise encourage you to live for Christ?
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Let the Word dwell in you.

Matthew 14–28
Spring is like a deep sigh. After the cold darkness of winter months, it feels as if we can 

breathe again. We hear the birds singing and watch the trees bud and flowers emerge 

to the growing warmth. Color fills the landscape—a welcome sight after the gray 

of winter. In the middle of the season comes the pinnacle of the Christian 

year as we celebrate Jesus’ resurrection. We sing the joyous refrain 

“He is risen!” and shout in reply “He is risen indeed!” The living 

Christ is more than a historical reality; He is a personal vitality. 

This study focuses on the second half of Matthew’s Gospel, 

chapters 14–28. The sessions include accounts of Jesus’ 

marvelous teaching, His miraculous works, and 

the moving story of His sacrificial death and 

victorious resurrection. He has given us a 

life-changing message to proclaim to 

the world: “He is risen!”
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