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      Introduction: Why I Needed a Simple Guide to the Gospels

      
      
      It took me a long time to hear what the Gospels say. Luckily, I spent much of that
         time with the Jesuits, an organization that is patient with slow learners. Like all
         the other religious orders in the Catholic Church, the Jesuits attempt to respond
         to Jesus’ command in the Gospels to spread the Good News. So Jesuits are required
         to take time learning what’s proclaimed in the Good News. One method used in this
         learning process is the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius Loyola. Most of those exercises
         are contemplations of Gospel scenes that are undertaken with the help of a director,
         just as physical exercises are often done with the help of a trainer. Jesuits go through
         these exercises at least twice. I did the Spiritual Exercises as a Jesuit novice;
         but when I did them again years later, I was shocked to discover I had no idea what
         I was doing.
      

      
       The shock hit me late one afternoon as I read to my director a description of how
         the exercises had gone that day. As I read, he began to cough and clear his throat.
         He reached for a tissue and said, “Sorry; please excuse me. I’ve sometimes cried while
         listening to a write-up, but I’ve never laughed so hard.” My look must have said,
         “What’s so funny?” So he asked me to listen to what I’d been writing. After he read
         from notes he’d taken on my write-ups, he said, “Notice how you’re picturing Jesus.”
         I’d been imagining Jesus acting as a stern teacher who could barely control his impatience
         with people’s slowness to understand his message. Over and over in my prayers I had
         seen Jesus as a man who was quick to find fault with the mistakes made by his followers.
         After asking me to notice that this image wasn’t very appealing, my director reminded
         me that the Gospels describe someone quite different from the Jesus I’d imagined.
         They tell us, for instance, that many people found Jesus immensely attractive. Some
         of them even dropped everything to follow him. I had missed this simple fact. How
         was that possible?
      

      
       At some point in my life I had slipped into the assumption that, because the Gospels
         describe a God who is infinite, it must be infinitely difficult to relate to him.
         The logic of that assumption seemed as obvious as the fact that because the theories
         of modern physics are extremely complex, physics is extremely difficult to get your
         mind around. But the Gospels aren’t complex theoretical reflections on mysterious
         truths—and they can’t be understood as such. They are four descriptions of how Jesus
         struggled to share his love of God with others, and how his struggle succeeded. The
         Gospel writers relate this success to us as simple Good News that Jesus invited others
         to enjoy and spread.
      

      
       With the help of my retreat director, I stopped looking for hidden lessons in the
         Gospel narratives. When I began to reread the Gospels without the prejudice of my
         assumptions, it became clear that, despite many differences in the four texts, each
         evangelist’s narrative zeroed in on the same thing: Jesus’ passionate drive to teach
         by his words and his actions. Biblical scholars have pointed out that we don’t know
         precisely how the Gospel texts reached the form in which they are now presented in
         the Bible. The Gospel of Luke glances at this fact when it begins with the note that
         accounts (yes, he says “accounts”) had been handed down to the evangelist’s generation
         by those who had witnessed Jesus’ ministry [Lk.1:2]. Then the evangelist promises
         to organize this material so that the reader might come to “realize the certainty
         of the teachings” [Lk.1:4]. All the Gospel authors (or, if you like, all the editors
         and copyists who arranged the work of the original authors into the various manuscripts
         from which our modern Bibles are translated) seem to share this purpose: to make it
         plain that Jesus taught about God’s determination to bring his work of creation to
         glorious fulfillment in us, his children.
      

      
       Years ago on retreat, when my director nudged me to take a careful look at precisely
         what the Gospels say, I began to see them as attempts to let readers hear what Jesus
         struggled to teach his first disciples to hear: good news. With my director’s encouragement
         to note the simple facts and details set down by the evangelists, I began to feel
         that even someone as benighted as myself could begin to take in the Gospel’s simple
         message.
      

      
      Why a Simple Guide to the Gospels Might Help You

      
      When I look back on my difficulty in noticing Jesus’ simple proclamation of the Good
         News, I take comfort in the fact that my denseness isn’t unique. For example, when
         Mark describes Jesus visiting Nazareth, his old neighbors are said to be so astonished
         by his teaching that they couldn’t believe it. They ask, “Where did this man get all
         this?” [Mk.6:2]. What they heard seemed too good to be true, so they resolved the
         tension they felt between surprise and suspicion by choosing to be annoyed: “They
         took offense at him” [Mk.6:3]. Mark and the other evangelists relate such moments
         of rejection as dead ends—moments when the story they’re telling comes to a temporary
         halt. In other scenes, however, doubt and astonishment don’t end with a rejection
         of the Good News but lead to an awareness of its power to move the heart. For example,
         Luke describes the disciples’ first response to seeing Jesus after his resurrection
         as a mix of bafflement and glee: “They were still incredulous for joy and were amazed”
         [Lk.24:41]. Here, the disciples’ delight is said to be as real as their disbelief.
         A sense of befuddlement (“How can this be?”) grips them even as they’re filled with
         joy. One feeling doesn’t cancel the other. Luke is telling us that doubts and suspicions
         needn’t overwhelm us with dismay even when they’re striking us with full force. What
         good news!
      

      
       If you, like me (and like many disciples before us), have been confused by parts
         of the Gospel narratives, you too might benefit from some simple comments about each
         scene and event—such as my director’s comment about the people who found Jesus fascinating.
         And you, like me, might be helped by noting that all of Jesus’ followers had to grapple
         with his simple message before they could accept it. For instance, when the Gospel
         of Mark describes events after the resurrection, it portrays Jesus taking many disciples
         to task for their stubbornness: “He appeared to them and rebuked them for their unbelief
         and hardness of heart because they had not believed those who saw him after he had
         been raised” [Mk.16:14]. Recall, however, what Jesus says next to these slow learners:
         “He said to them, ‘Go into the whole world and proclaim the Gospel to every creature’”
         [Mk.16:15]. Here Jesus entrusts the announcement of the Gospel—the Good News—to the
         very individuals who, when they first heard reports of the resurrection, couldn’t
         believe them. It’s natural to assume that, as these first disciples headed off to
         fulfill their commission to proclaim the Good News, they needed to review with one
         another what they thought the Good News was. They would have asked one another such
         questions as, “What was it he said that time we were caught in the storm; and what
         did we say in response?” As they recalled their various experiences of what Jesus
         had said and done, they would have helped one another review the recent past until
         they began to see a clear and communicable message—a message that others could grasp
         as Good News. In turn, those who heard this message began to write accounts of what
         they heard so still others could hear about Jesus and his struggle to proclaim God’s
         truth as Good News. Each gospel proclaims this Good News, but each one proclaims it
         in a slightly different way.
      

      
      How Is Matthew’s Gospel Different?

      
      Trust: Matthew’s Gospel may have been addressed to fellow Jews who, after the Romans
         destroyed Jerusalem and its Temple in 70 C.E., were unsure how to express their faith.
         This Gospel describes Jesus as a teacher who speaks to people filled with doubts about
         God’s ability to fulfill the promises he made to Abraham and his descendants. In Matthew,
         Jesus doesn’t hesitate to address the challenge people face: choose to trust that
         God can and will bring you to the glory of his kingdom, or presume that your fate
         is controlled by nothing more than the fickle unfolding of earthly events. We hear
         Jesus console believers with the assurance that, even when facing misfortune, they
         can put themselves wholeheartedly into God’s care.
      

      
       Scripture: The most casual reader of Matthew’s Gospel will note that the author assumes
         his readers know about Jewish beliefs and practices. (Scripture scholars generally
         agree that the author of this Gospel—whom we call Matthew, though his identity is
         uncertain—was a Jew writing for Jews who knew the ancient Hebrew scriptures.) Matthew
         portrays Jesus delighting in the promises that animate these scriptures—telling his
         disciples they should expect to see the words of scripture fulfilled in someone who
         believes those words. Jesus, of course, is the perfect example of the true believer—who
         asks his disciples to follow his example. 
      

      
       Sayings: In this Gospel, we find Jesus teaching with many short sayings—more sayings
         than in the other Gospels. (John’s Gospel has long addresses, but fewer pithy sayings.)
         Matthew describes Jesus sharing these concise teachings to help hearers realize that
         the stories, poems, and reflections that make up the ancient scriptures pose a simple
         question: do you want to accept the intimate relationship that God offers in the Covenant?
      

      
       Discourses: Most of the sayings recorded by Matthew are found in sections referred
         to by scholars as “Discourses.” The most famous of these is popularly known as the
         Sermon on the Mount [Mt.5–7]. It might be more accurate to picture that event as the
         first of several lively seminars, not speeches, in which Jesus prods his listeners
         to reconsider their assumptions about God. You, the reader, are a member of each seminar.
         Because you’re not simply part of a crowd following a closely reasoned speech, you
         can feel free to pause at any time to reflect on a question or review what’s been
         said.
      

      
       As we read Matthew’s Gospel, we’re invited by the evangelist to listen to Jesus reassure
         his disciples that God’s promises, repeated over and over in the ancient scriptures,
         are trustworthy. Watch, says Jesus, as I entrust myself to the God who has made these
         promises; taste and see how gracious, loving, and merciful he is; then, follow me.
      

      
       For other subjects stressed in Matthew’s Gospel, see the index.

      
      A Translation Challenge

      
      The Gospels were written in Greek. Many Gospel translations, including those in lectionaries
         used for formal church services, have been prepared by commissions of scholars. These
         translations not only render into English the words of the Greek text but also retain
         the original rhetorical phrasings. Because ancient Greek phrasing is different from
         modern English expression, a strictly literal translation is often hard to follow.
         The simplicity of an evangelist’s message can escape us when a translation retains
         its original (and unfamiliar) turns of phrase.
      

      
       When preachers begin a homily, they often rephrase whatever text has just been proclaimed.
         They want to make sure we know what the text actually says before they begin to comment
         on it. So, after a reading, they’re likely to say something like, “Did you notice
         what the evangelist was saying there? Let me put it another way, just so we don’t
         miss his point.” Like a preacher’s careful rephrasing of a text, my translation of
         Matthew’s Gospel in this simple guide spells out anything that might be muddled or
         missed in a strictly literal translation of the original Greek words and phrases.
         The translation also includes occasional explanatory remarks that, in other translations,
         are relegated to footnotes or the accompanying commentary. I’ve put such explanations
         within the passages to let you keep reading Matthew’s Good News without having to
         stop to look up unfamiliar references.
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      The Ancestry and Birth of Jesus

      
         
         1

         
      

      
      Jesus’ Ancestors [Mt.1:1–17]

      
      1 This is a record of the ancestry of Jesus, the Christ, son of David, son of Abraham.
               2 Abraham: father of Isaac. Isaac: father of Jacob. Jacob: father of Judah and his
               brothers. 3 Judah: father of Perez and Zerah; mother: Tamar. Perez: father of Hezron. Hezron:
               father of Aram. 4 Aram: father of Aminadab. Aminadab: father of Nahshon. Nahshon: father of Salmon.
               5 Salmon: father of Boaz; mother: Rahab. Boaz: father of Obed; mother: Ruth. Obed:
               father of Jesse. 6 Jesse: father of David, the king.

      
      David: father of Solomon; mother: the wife of Uriah. 7 Solomon: father of Rehoboam. Rehoboam: father of Abijah. Abijah: father of Asaph.
               8 Asaph: father of Jehoshaphat. Jehoshaphat: father of Joram. Joram: father of Uzziah.
               9 Uzziah: father of Jotham. Jotham: father of Ahaz. Ahaz: father of Hezekiah. 10 Hezekiah: father of Manasseh. Manasseh: father of Amos. Amos: father of Josiah. 11 Josiah: father of Jechoniah and his brothers at the time of the Babylonian exile.

      
       12 After the exile into Babylon, Jechoniah: father of Shealtiel. Shealtiel: father of
               Zerubbabel. 13 Zerubbabel: father of Abiud. Abiud: father of Eliakim. Eliakim: father of Azor. 14 Azor: father of Zadok. Zadok: father of Achim. Achim: father of Eliud. 15 Eliud: father of Eleazar. Eleazar: father of Matthan. Matthan: father of Jacob. 16 Jacob: father of Joseph. Joseph was the husband of Mary, from whom was born Jesus,
               the one who is called “the Christ.”

      
      17 Generations from Abraham to David: fourteen. Generations from David to the exile
               in Babylon: fourteen. Generations from the Babylonian exile to the Christ: fourteen.

       

      

      

      The first sentence of this Gospel emphasizes three things. First, Jesus is the Christ—that
         is, the one “anointed” or particularly chosen by God for a special purpose. (The Greek
         for the “Anointed One” is translated “the Christ.” In Hebrew, it’s “Messiah.”) Second,
         it says Jesus is in the line of David, and, third, he’s a child of Abraham—two claims
         supported by a genealogy. But the genealogy doesn’t give a simple list of who begat
         whom. Matthew breaks the simple father-to-son pattern of the genealogy with the mention
         of four women. And, at the end, he highlights the fact that he’s set down three lists
         of fourteen—although the last one amounts to thirteen. What’s going on here?
      

      
       First, notice who the women are. In the Bible, Tamar [v.3] is portrayed using subterfuge
         to make Judah fulfill a promise of marriage (see Gen.38). Rahab [v.5] is described
         as a Gentile prostitute who believed that the God who had made a Covenant with the
         people of Israel was the true and only God (see Jos.2). Ruth [v.5] is presented as
         a Moabite, not an Israelite, who also believed in the God of the Covenant (see the
         Book of Ruth). Matthew doesn’t mention Bathsheba’s name. But, referring to her as
         Uriah’s wife [v.6], he reminds us that the Second Book of Samuel describes David conceiving
         a child with her in an act of adultery (see 2 Sm.11). Without a note from the author
         explaining his decision to refer to these women, we’re left to our natural reactions—one
         of which might be: “How surprisingly God works out his special purpose for his Chosen
         One.”
      

      
       Second, though everyone who has trouble balancing a checkbook can take comfort from
         Matthew’s mistake in addition, a simple fact can’t be obscured by his miscount. The
         simple fact is, he’s listed many generations. Or, to put it another way, God certainly
         takes time to unfold his divine plan. And nothing—not even a lengthy exile for his
         people—seems able to deter God from fulfilling that plan.
      

      
       Matthew’s genealogy doesn’t give us an objective look at the forces of history. Nor
         does it give Jesus an impressive human pedigree—especially with the dignity of earthly
         royalty looking less than sterling as it’s embodied by David. The genealogy is a lesson
         in how God is patiently at work in human affairs in ways that puzzle us. Does that
         sound like Good News?
      

      
      Jesus Is Born [Mt.1:18–25]

      
      18 The birth of Jesus, the Christ, happened like this. His mother, Mary, was engaged
               to Joseph. But before they came together, she was found pregnant—of the Holy Spirit.
               19 Because her husband, Joseph, was righteous, he didn’t want to disgrace her. He decided
               to divorce her secretly. 20 This is what he was planning when, imagine, an angel of the Lord appeared to him
               in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, don’t be afraid to take Mary as your wife.
               Her child was conceived from the Holy Spirit. 21 She’ll bear a son. You’ll name him, ‘Jesus’—[a shortened form of ‘Joshua,’ which
               was understood to mean ‘God helps’ or ‘God saves’]—because he will save his people
               from their sins.” 22 All this showed how fully the Lord spoke the truth through the prophet [Isaiah]:
               23 “Look! The virgin will be pregnant. She’ll bear a son. They’ll name him ‘Emmanuel.’”
               Emmanuel means “God is with us.” 24 Joseph got up and did what the angel of the Lord told him—he took her as his wife.
               25 But he didn’t know her sexually until she bore a son. He named him Jesus.

       

      

      

      The description of Mary’s pregnancy fits into the pattern of surprising events of
         which Matthew reminded us in the genealogy. He emphasizes this with his note that
         the pregnancy was accomplished by God’s Spirit [v.18]. Joseph’s first reaction, on
         the other hand, isn’t at all surprising. He’s described confronting a practical problem
         with a sensible decision. In so doing, of course, he doesn’t take the view suggested
         by the genealogy: God works in marvelous and unpredictable ways [v.19]. But then we
         hear he was told to accept the possibility that God was at work. He was asked to cooperate
         in God’s plan to turn people away from selfishness—away from sin [vv.20–21].
      

      
       Matthew then asks us to reflect on the truth the angel asked Joseph to acknowledge.
         It’s the truth, told over and over in scripture, that God intends to complete the
         work of creation, and that he will do so in surprising ways. Matthew cites a story
         from the Book of Isaiah (see Is.7:10–14) about a king who refused to act on Isaiah’s
         instruction to turn to God to save his kingdom. Despite the king’s unwillingness to
         cry out to God for care and reassurance, God nonetheless gave a sign of his care by
         promising that a young woman would have a son who would assure the kingdom that “God
         is with us” [vv.22–23]. With this analogy, Matthew is confronting us with the same
         question Isaiah put to the king: “Do you believe God can and will fulfill his plan?”
      

      
       We then hear that, unlike the king in Isaiah’s story, Joseph readily accepted God’s
         plan as it was announced to him [v.24]. Matthew adds that, although Joseph had no
         part in conceiving Jesus, he took full responsibility for him as his son—just as the
         angel said he should when Joseph was asked to name the child Jesus [v.25].
      

      
      
   
      

      Jesus’ Infancy

      
         
         2

         
      

      
      Visitors from the East [Mt.2:1–12]

      
      1 When Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, Herod was king in Jerusalem. Imagine,
               magi from the east arrived in Jerusalem. 2 They asked, “Where is the newborn who is king of the Jews? We saw his star rise,
               and we’ve come to pay him homage.” 3 When they heard this, Herod and all Jerusalem were unsettled. 
4 Herod called together all the chief priests and scribes of the people and asked them
               where the Christ would be born. 5 “In Bethlehem of Judea,” they said. “A prophet wrote: 6 ‘And you, Bethlehem in Judah, are hardly the least of Judah’s rulers. For a ruler
               will come from you [see Mi.5:1]. He will shepherd my people Israel’” [see 2 Sm.5:2].
               7 Herod called in the magi secretly and asked the time of the star’s rising. 8 Then he sent them to Bethlehem: “Go find whatever you can about this child. Then
               tell me what you find so I may pay him homage too.” 
9 They listened to the king, left, and, imagine, the star they’d seen in the east went
               before them until it stopped over the place of the child. 10 Their delight in seeing the star couldn’t be contained. 11 They arrived at the dwelling. They saw his mother, Mary. They bent down and did homage
               to him. They opened treasures for him: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 12 A dream warned them not to go back to Herod. They went home another way.

       

      

      

      Matthew doesn’t tell us the nationality, profession, or number of the magi. But he
         does say they came from the east and knew little about the “newborn king,” yet wanted
         to offer him homage [vv.1–2]. The confusion Matthew describes in Herod and the people
         of Jerusalem seems reasonable: since Herod is the king, how can there be a new king?
         But when we hear that Herod’s confusion was dispelled by information from Jewish teachers,
         no one is depicted receiving this as good news. The teachers would know scripture’s
         many descriptions of God’s promise to provide direction for his people—even from such
         unlikely places as Bethlehem. But Matthew doesn’t say they spoke to Herod about God’s
         promise. Instead, we hear them say little more than “Look in Bethlehem” [vv.3–6].
      

      
       As described by Matthew, Herod’s question to the magi about the star sounds like
         banter before getting to his real interest: “Find me that child!” According to Matthew,
         Herod’s desire to pay homage wasn’t so great that he joined the magi; he was willing
         to wait for a report [vv.7–8]. We hear that the magi were thrilled by the reappearance
         of the star, and that they fulfilled their goal by expressing their reverence with
         gestures and gifts [vv.9–11]. Matthew tells us that the magi—like Joseph, who was
         moved by God’s message in a dream to trust other instincts than his own (see 1:24)—accepted
         the guidance of a dream, and then went home [v.12].
      

      
      Jesus’ Family Flees; Herod Tyrannizes; 
the Family Returns [Mt.2:13–23]
      

      
      13 After the magi left, imagine, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream
               and said, “Get up. Flee with the child and his mother to Egypt. Stay there till I
               tell you. Herod’s going to try to find and kill him.” 14 That very night, he got up, took the child and his mother, and left for Egypt. 15 He stayed there until Herod died. How fully the prophet [Hosea] spoke the Lord’s
               truth when he said, “Out of Egypt I called my son” [Hos.11:1]. 16 When Herod saw the magi’s trick, he fumed. He ordered killed all male children in
               and around Bethlehem who were age two or under—gauging from the magi’s information.
               17 How fully the prophet Jeremiah spoke the Lord’s truth when he wrote: 18 “From Ramah comes the sound of loud weeping and wailing—Rachel crying for her children.
               She can’t be comforted. They are no more” [Jer.31:15]. 19 When Herod died, imagine, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph: 20 “Get up; take the child and his mother into Israel. They who hunted him are dead.”
               21 He got up and took the child and his mother into Israel. 22 When he heard Archelaus was ruling in Judea in his father’s [i.e., Herod’s] place,
               he was afraid to go there. Warned in a dream, he went to Galilee instead. 23 He settled in the city of Nazareth. This is another reminder how fully scripture
               is filled with God’s truth, for prophets say, “He’ll be called a Nazarene.”

       

      

      

      The Covenant offered by God begins, “I, the Lord, am your God. I brought you out of
         the land of Egypt. You shall have no other gods” (Ex.20:2–3). This describes a God
         who wants to take care of us. Matthew depicts Joseph as a believer whose trust in
         God’s care led him to relive the original Egypt exile-and-return story [vv.13–15].
         He also depicts Herod as one who insisted he would take care of things—a pridefulness that caused misery [vv.16–18]. Matthew describes
         Joseph trusting the Lord’s word that it was safe to return [vv.19–21], and trusting
         the direction to avoid Judea [v.22]. Matthew ends the story with another reminder
         that the scriptures are filled with stories and sayings that tell us that, though
         our lives may seem to unfold haphazardly, they nonetheless do so according to a divine
         plan [v.23].
      

      
       A note about fulfillment of scripture: in this story, and later in this Gospel, Matthew
         refers to the words of prophets being “fulfilled.” He’s not describing the sort of
         foresight that pundits like to boast about when they look back at their correct predictions.
         It’s a simple way of pointing out that the scriptures now collected as the Old Testament
         in the Bible speak of God’s intention to fulfill the promise of the Covenant—even
         though the promise often seems to be forgotten [see v.18]. As Matthew unfolds his
         Gospel, he asks us to notice how Jesus’ story reveals that God’s promise is being
         fulfilled.
      

      
      
   
      

      Baptism

      
         
         3

         
      

      
      John Preaches Baptism [Mt.3:1–12]

      
      1 A time came when John the Baptist was preaching in the Judean wilderness. 
2 “Repent,” he said, “The kingdom of heaven is closing in.” 3 The prophet Isaiah was speaking of John when he said, “A voice calls in the wilderness:
               ‘Prepare the way of the Lord; make his pathways straight’” [Is.40:3]. 4 John wore camel hair clothing and a leather belt. He ate locusts and wild honey.
               5 People went out to him from Jerusalem, from all over Judea, and from up and down
               the Jordan. 
6 They were baptized in the Jordan River. They confessed their sins. 7 He saw plenty of Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism. “Offspring of vipers!”
               he called them. “Who warned you to flee the coming wrath? 8 Let your repentance ripen into results. 9 Don’t think you can tell yourselves, ‘We have Abraham for a father.’ Let me tell
               you, God can raise up children of Abraham from these stones. 10 Right now the ax is poised at the trees’ roots. A fruitless tree is cut down and
               thrown on the fire. 11 I baptize with water for repentance. The one coming after me is mightier than me.
               I’m not worthy to help him with his sandals. He’ll baptize you with the Holy Spirit
               and fire. 12 He’s swinging his winnowing rake. He’ll take the grain from the threshing floor and
               store it in his barn. The chaff he’ll burn in the undying fire.”

       

      

      

      Matthew tells us nothing about Jesus’ family life in Nazareth (see 2:23). He leaps
         ahead here to prepare for Jesus’ appearance as an adult. Details of Jesus’ past are
         less important to him than the news that repentance and acceptance of God’s kingdom
         began to be preached by John the Baptist [vv.1–2]. Matthew again notes that certain
         activities—in this case, John’s preaching about reconciling oneself to God’s kingdom—have
         been stressed in scripture. For instance, Isaiah says, “Hear this message, even if
         it seems to come from nowhere: ‘Let your God get at you! Clear a path for him!’” [v.3].
      

      
       Matthew says John proclaimed his message with little attention to his need for food
         or clothing, and that many people heard his message and admitted they were sinners—that
         is, selfish [vv.4–6]. Matthew describes John addressing warnings about sin to the
         Pharisees and Sadducees, two Jewish groups dedicated to careful study of the Law.
         He says John used the image of fruit trees and grain to remind them of the difference
         between knowing the truth and practicing it. For instance, taking pride in knowing
         you’re a child of Abraham without giving any sign of Abraham’s humility and trust
         is as ridiculous as imagining a fruit tree, without any fruit, bragging, “Look at
         what a lovely fruit tree I am!” [vv.7–10]. We hear John say, “This plunge into water—this
         baptism—is serious. It means you truly intend to turn to God. It means you’re ready
         to turn to someone much greater than I am—someone who will plunge you into the fire
         of the divine spirit” [vv.11–12].
      

      
      Jesus Accepts Baptism [Mt.3:13–17]

      
      13 Then comes Jesus from Galilee to John at the Jordan to be baptized. 14 John tried to stop him: “You’re coming to me? I need to be baptized by you!” 15 “Let this be so now,” Jesus said, “because we should [all] do what’s right.” John
               agreed. 16 As soon as Jesus came up from the waters of baptism, imagine, the heavens opened
               to him. He saw God’s Spirit descending to him like a dove. 
17 Imagine, a voice from heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”

       

      

      

      As Matthew reports this event, Jesus’ attitude and John’s reception of him contrast
         vividly with the encounter between John and the Pharisees and Sadducees in the previous
         scene. Matthew doesn’t say how John recognized Jesus as the “one mightier” than he
         (see 3:12). He simply tells us that John thought it would be fitting for him to be
         ritually plunged into divine life by Jesus, rather than the other way around. Then
         we hear Jesus say baptizing him was fitting because it was right for everyone to recognize
         their need to turn to God. The Covenant that God offers is a relationship in which
         he cares for us (see comments above on 2:13–15). Matthew is making it clear that Jesus
         wants to accept that divine care [vv.13–15].
      

      
       Matthew then tells us that, after Jesus used John’s baptism of repentance to give
         witness that he gladly accepted the relationship offered by God in the Covenant, the
         sky seemed to break open, and God’s Spirit rushed upon Jesus like a dove rocketing
         to its roost; then a celestial voice responded to Jesus’ witness with a declaration
         of love and delight [vv.16–17]. Although this moment could be treated cinematically
         with elaborate and startling effects, it’s presented by Matthew quite straightforwardly:
         like a child, Jesus turns wholeheartedly to God; and God says, “I love you, my child”;
         and he fills him with his Spirit.
      

      
       If we think the signs of God’s presence and approval described by Matthew are extraordinary,
         even unlikely, perhaps we’re thinking of God’s response to our own expressions of
         repentance. If the sky never opens, and we never feel the Spirit’s rush, or hear God’s
         voice, what does that tell us? Might our repentance, like that attributed to the Pharisees
         (see 3:7–8), be a mere formality? That would be bad news. However, it would be Good
         News to be invited to learn from Jesus how to turn to the Father wholeheartedly and
         with complete trust. If we did that, we’d see and hear the same things Jesus heard
         and saw.
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      Jesus Turns to the Father [Mt.4:1–11]

      
      1 [After the baptism,] the Spirit led Jesus to the wilderness to be tempted by the
               devil. 2 He fasted forty day and nights. So, he was hungry. 3 The one who tempts came close and said, “If you’re the Son of God, tell these stones
               to become bread.” 4 “It’s written,” he answered, “‘One doesn’t live on bread alone, but by each word
               from God’s mouth’ [see Dt.8:3].” 5 The devil then takes him to the holy city and puts him on top of the Temple. 6 “If you’re the Son of God,” he said, “Fling yourself down. For it’s written: ‘He’ll
               give your care to his angels. They’ll take you in their hands to keep you from tripping
               on a stone’ [Ps.91:11–12].” 
7 “It’s written,” said Jesus, “‘Don’t put the Lord, your God, to the test’ [Dt.6:16].”
               8 Next, the devil takes him high on a mountain to point out the splendors of the world’s
               kingdoms. 9 He said, “I’ll give you all these things, if you bend down and give me homage.” 10 “Go away, Satan,” said Jesus. “It’s written: ‘You will give homage to the Lord. Him
               alone will you serve’ [Dt.6:13].” 11 The devil leaves him. And, imagine, angels came and cared for him.

       

      

      

      Matthew says that, as soon as Jesus celebrated his devotion to God by being baptized,
         the Spirit led him to act out his devotion. We hear that Jesus savored little but
         God’s presence for forty days. Then he let his dedication to God be tested [vv.1–2].
         For example, he was so hungry that he was tempted to ask for an alteration in the
         plan of creation: “Make stones bread!” But Matthew says he recalled what he’d learned
         from scripture: “True nourishment comes not from food, but from God” [vv.3–4]. The
         Father of Lies can also cite scripture, so Matthew tells us he suggested that Jesus
         should make God care for him. But we hear that Jesus also learned from scripture that,
         if you trust God, there’s no need to test him [vv.5–7].
      

      
       Next, we hear the devil make an offer that, logically, shouldn’t be tempting: “Adore
         me, the Father of Lies, and give yourself over to deceit and delusion so that you
         can have all the world’s glories” [vv.8–9]. In essence, he’s saying, “Only if you’re
         deluded can you be satisfied.” But, if that proposition seems obviously laughable,
         notice that Jesus isn’t described as laughing. We see him calling to mind what’s true—in
         this case, the truth that life consists in serving God, not oneself—not simply rejecting
         what’s fraudulent. Matthew once more depicts him recalling scripture [v.10].
      

      
       As Matthew has described it here, Jesus’ habit of repeatedly savoring God’s word
         in scripture helped him to turn from distractions and to be filled with consolation
         [v.11]. This could be Good News for anyone else who needs to keep learning how to
         reject the lure of bad deals.
      

      
      Jesus Teaches Others to Turn to the 
Father—to Repent [Mt.4:12–25]
      

      
      12 Jesus heard that John had been arrested, so he moved farther away in Galilee. 13 He left Nazareth and settled in Capernaum by the sea, in Zebulun-Naphtali. 
14 The prophet Isaiah spoke the truth when he said: 15 “Land of Zebulun, Land of Naphtali, you, route to the sea northwest of the Jordan,
               to Galilee of the Gentiles! 16 Your people abided in darkness. Now they see a great light. In the land shadowed
               by death rises the light” [see Is.8:23–9:1]. 17 Jesus then started to preach: “Repent. The kingdom of heaven is closing in.” 18 As he walked along the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon (called Peter)
               and Andrew, casting a net into the sea. They were fishermen. 19 “Come,” he says; “follow me, and I’ll make you fishers of men.” 20 They immediately left the net and followed him. 
21 Moving on, he saw two other brothers, Zebedee’s sons, James and John. They were in
               a boat with their father, Zebedee, mending nets. He called them. 22 They immediately left their boat and father, and followed him. 23 He went all over Galilee. He taught in their synagogues, proclaimed the Good News
               of the kingdom, and healed every disease and illness among the people. 24 Rumors about him spread north, through Syria. They brought him anyone who was ill
               or in distress from pain, possession, lunacy, or paralysis. And he healed them. 25 Great crowds followed him, coming from Galilee, the Decapolis, Jerusalem, all Judea,
               and Syria (beyond the Jordan).

       

      

      

      Matthew describes a rush of activity leading up to and resulting from Jesus’ first
         preaching—beginning with the report of John’s arrest in Judea, south of Nazareth,
         which apparently prompted Jesus’ move north to Capernaum by the Sea of Galilee. Though
         Capernaum was hardly the middle of nowhere, it was far from Jerusalem, the city of
         light set on a mountain. But, as Isaiah says, divine light can shine anywhere, penetrating
         into even the darkest of places [vv.12–16]. Matthew says Jesus taught that, to enjoy
         the warmth of the divine light, all you need to do is turn and accept it [v.17].
      

      
       Jesus’ first invitations to follow him are reduced to details that make only one
         point: some people dropped everything—even family ties—to find out what he had to
         teach. This overturns what we think of as normal behavior [vv.18–22]. Without giving
         us time to reflect on this extraordinary conduct, Matthew next tells us what Jesus
         taught and did: he traveled all over; he said God’s kingdom was very close; he responded
         to people’s distress by relieving it [v.23]. People came from distant regions, such
         as Syria, and Jesus greeted all their suffering with the same response: he healed
         them [vv.24–25]. Matthew doesn’t say whether people were attracted to him because
         of his Good News, or his healing—or both.
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      Reasons to Rejoice [Mt.5:1–12]

      
      1 Jesus responded to the crowds by climbing the heights [above the shore of the Sea
               of Galilee] and sitting there to teach. His disciples gathered close. 2 He began to express his teaching this way: 3 “How happy are the needy! Their kingdom is the kingdom of heaven. 4 How fortunate are the mournful! They’ll be glad. 5 So blest are the lowly! They’ll inherit the earth. 6 How blest are those who hunger and thirst for what’s right. They’ll be satisfied.
               7 How happy are the merciful! They’ll get mercy! 8 So fortunate are the pure hearted! They’ll see God. 9 How blest are peacemakers—children of God! 10 Blest are the harassed who do the right thing! The kingdom of heaven is theirs. 11 You’re fortunate when you’re upbraided and harassed by others—when they revile and
               slander you because of me. 12 Rejoice! Be glad! Your yield in heaven will be huge. Before your time, they treated
               the prophets the same way.”

       

      

      

      Matthew’s description of Jesus’ ascent to the mountain creates the image of someone
         positioning himself to be heard, indicating that anyone who wanted to listen should
         gather around. Matthew says those who had decided to follow him, such as Peter, Andrew,
         James, and John, did draw near. But others were obviously welcome to attend [vv.1–2].
      

      
      The eight “beatitudes” with which Matthew describes Jesus beginning his teaching [vv.3–10]
         condense the message contained in the scriptures of the Old Testament. They summarize
         the benefits of accepting the Covenant. Each exclamation is a variation on a cry of
         rejoicing in God’s promise to give himself to us: “You will indeed be blessed with
         God’s kingdom, consolation, creation, perfection, graciousness, glory, and peace if
         you need these blessings.” How simple—unless you don’t like being needy.
      

      
      We’re tempted to answer our needs with our own wits—just as Jesus was tempted (see
         4:3–10). Here, Matthew describes Jesus teaching what he learned during temptation:
         “Let your needs press in on you; notice how you’d like to take care of them; then
         remember God’s care, and accept it.” If we saw ourselves as infinitely needy, we’d
         seek infinite help—that is, God’s help.
      

      
       As Matthew describes it, Jesus’ teaching might seem so absurd to those who prize
         self-sufficiency that it will provoke them to ridicule anyone who accepts it. But
         didn’t the prophets get that reaction when they told the truth? We hear Jesus tell
         us to rejoice and be glad to be blessed with the realization of that truth [vv.11–12].
      

      
      Rejoicing Should Be Expressed 
and Taught [Mt.5:13–20]
      

      
      13 As Jesus continued to teach, he said, “You’re the earth’s salt. If salt ever lost
               its zest, how would it get it back? It would be good for nothing but gravel on a footpath.
               14 You are light for the world. You don’t build a city on a mountain to hide it. 15 And you don’t light a lamp to put under a basket, but on a stand to light the house.
               16 So, let your light shine. Let others see the good you do so they can glorify God.
               17 Don’t think I came to undo the Law or prophets. I come not to undo, but to fulfill.
               18 O yes, indeed, I tell you, not before heaven and earth expire will the smallest part
               of one letter of the Law expire—not before everything is complete. 19 So, anyone who dismisses the smallest of commands, and teaches others to do so, will
               be treated as the smallest in the kingdom of heaven. But whoever follows them and
               teaches others about them will be considered great in the kingdom of heaven. 20 I tell you, if you can’t do things more righteously than the scribes and Pharisees,
               you’ll never enter the kingdom of heaven.”

       

      

      

      Matthew just depicted Jesus stressing the importance of finding joy in God’s blessings
         (see 5:11–12). Now we hear Jesus tell his followers not to bottle up or tamp down
         that joy, but to express it exuberantly [vv.13–15]. If they let the world see how
         good it is to turn to the Lord, others will say, “God seems to be at work here!” [v.16].
         We also hear Jesus tell them not to think that this teaching is wild or new; he’s
         simply talking about fulfilling the terms of the relationship described in the Law
         and prophets [v.17].
      

      
       The Law—that is, the Bible’s first five books, collectively called the Torah—explains
         that God created the world and offered us a Covenant to help humans become full sharers
         in creation. This Covenant is summarized in the commandments that describe what people
         were to do if they accepted God’s offer to be his people (see Ex.6:7; 20:2ff.). The
         prophets were those who called on the people of God to live out their part of the
         divine deal—that is, to keep the commandments. Jesus, according to Matthew, not only
         saw himself in the prophetic tradition of calling people back to accept the Covenant
         but also saw that the whole purpose of life was to learn to delight in the Covenant.
         We hear Jesus say that only when this world is over will the time of learning the
         Covenant be over; until then, we’ll need to keep studying the instructions for living
         in it [v.18].
      

      
       Matthew also describes Jesus saying he wanted his disciples to share his prophetic
         voice and message: “Teach others about the Covenant! Cherish and share this deal!”
         [v.19]. Matthew depicts Jesus warning that some Jewish scholars and teachers of the
         Law—scribes and Pharisees—didn’t teach the Covenant properly. True disciples will
         get it right [v.20].
      

      
      How to Rejoice in the Covenant [Mt.5:21–26]

      
      21 Jesus kept teaching about the Covenant: “You learned what our ancestors learned:
               ‘You shall not kill’ [Ex.20:13]; ‘Whoever commits murder incurs judgment’ [Ex.21:12].
               22 But I tell you, all who are angry with others incur judgment. If you call your brother
               a fool, you’ll answer to the representatives of the whole community. If you call your
               brother an idiot, you put yourself in eternal fire. 
23 Now, say you’re bringing an offering to the altar but remember that someone has a
               grievance with you. 24 Leave the gift. Go be reconciled. Then offer your gift. 
25 Work things out with your creditor as you head to court. Once the creditor accuses
               you before the judge, the judge will hand you over to the bailiff for imprisonment.
               26 O yes, indeed, I say you won’t get out until you pay the last coin.”

       

      

      

      Jesus has just been described telling his disciples and anyone else who was listening
         that they must know and savor the demands of the Covenant (see 5:19). Now we hear
         him explaining what it means to actually follow the commands that spell out our part
         in the Covenant. He reviews what the disciples already know: they have no right to
         take a life, and God judges those who do [v.21]. But Matthew describes him pushing
         them to understand what it means to respect the lives of others, asking them to note
         that hot, murderous feelings are judged just as harshly by God as deadly deeds. Matthew
         says Jesus used the image of standing accused before the whole community—the Sanhedrin
         being the council of official representatives of the Jewish community—even for hostile
         words to a fellow member of the community. Then we hear Jesus add: “You’re responsible
         for the hell you create for yourself when your heart is full of hate” [v.22].
      

      
       Matthew says Jesus went on to tell them that letting go of a grudge and reconciling
         with an enemy was necessary before ritual worship could be meaningful. Praising God
         is empty if you’re not reconciled with others [vv.23–24]. Then Matthew describes Jesus
         using an image familiar to fans of crime stories. When detectives are trying to convince
         suspects to confess, they warn them that once they ask for a lawyer (in the hope of
         avoiding any responsibility for some misdeed) they’ll be pulled into a relentless
         legal process—and they won’t like being steamrolled by the law. They’re encouraged
         to admit their mistakes and then work out a deal that brings some sort of justice.
         We hear Jesus make a similar appeal to common sense, presenting his disciples with
         a choice: accept responsibility for seeking peace with your adversaries, or take the
         chance that someone will call for the strictest of judgments to be pronounced on you
         [vv.25–26].
      

      
      Keeping Promises, Taking Oaths [Mt.5:27–37]

      
      27 Jesus continued teaching about the Covenant. “You’ve been taught: ‘You shall not
               commit adultery’ [Ex.20:14]. 28 But I tell you, anyone who looks at another with lust is already an adulterer at
               heart. 29 If your right eye leads you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. Better to lose
               part of you than be hurled whole into the torment of Gehenna—a fire that won’t stop
               burning. 30 If your right hand leads you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. Better to lose
               part of you than to head off in one piece to torment in Gehenna. 31 It’s said, ‘Whoever divorces should provide a document of divorce’ [see Dt.24:1–4].
               32 I say anyone who divorces a wife—unless it was a wrongful union—makes her commit
               adultery. And anyone who marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 33 You’ve also learned that your ancestors taught: ‘You shall not swear falsely’ [see
               Lv.19:12]; and you must fulfill the promises you make before the Lord. 34 I say don’t swear at all! Not by heaven, God’s throne; 35 not by the earth, God’s footstool; not by Jerusalem, the city of the divine king.
               36 And don’t swear by your head, where you can’t even control hair color! 37 Let ‘Yes’ mean yes; ‘No’ mean no. The impulse to add more is evil.”

       

      

      

      Here Matthew says Jesus continued to explain that the commands of the Covenant demand
         more than a display of observance. He tells us Jesus reminded his hearers that no
         one should declare lifelong love for another and then undo the bond. Fidelity must
         be a matter of the heart as well as a matter of fact. In other words, looking for
         love as though we knew just how much of it we needed is not only selfish but also
         destructive. It will foul any relationship—especially the relationship with God [vv.27–28].
      

      
       The gruesome images of slicing away parts of ourselves put our choice starkly. Do
         we want the dismal prospect of perpetually looking to satisfy ourselves; or do we
         want the kingdom of heaven [vv.29–30]? Matthew describes Jesus putting this choice
         another way: “Do you think that, after you give yourself to another, you can redefine
         the marriage bond by treating it as if it was an ordinary contract for goods and services?”
         [vv.31–32].
      

      
       Matthew says the topic moved from marriage vows in particular to oaths in general:
         make no promise you don’t intend to keep [v.33]; don’t think you can affect the truth
         of what you say by huffing and puffing with elaborate or high-sounding avowals. Matthew
         tells us Jesus stressed the pointlessness of pretending to have more power over events
         than we actually do by noting how little we can do (without dye) about the color of
         our hair [vv.34–36]. In sum, we hear him say: “If you can fulfill a contract, say,
         ‘Yes, I can.’ If you can’t, say, ‘No, I can’t.’” Boasting of your intentions as though
         you can shape rather than respond to the future is a deadly lie [v.37].
      

      
      Loving [Mt.5:38–48]

      
      38 Jesus continued to speak about the Covenant. “You learned: ‘An eye for an eye, a
               tooth for a tooth’ [Ex.21:24]. 39 I say: don’t strike back at the violent. If they hit your right cheek, turn the other.
               40 If someone demands your shirt, give your cloak too. 41 If they press you into service [carrying goods] for a mile, go two. 
42 Give to the beggar; don’t turn down a borrower. 43 You learned: ‘You shall love your neighbor’ [Lv.19:18], but hate your enemy. 44 I say: Love your enemies, and pray for all who persecute you. 45 Be children of your Father in heaven. He brings the sun up for the bad and the good;
               he gives rain to the righteous and the unjust. 46 What’s the great value of loving those who love you? Don’t tax collectors do that?
               47 What’s special about greeting fellow community members? Gentiles do that! 48 You should be as perfectly good as your heavenly Father is.”

       

      

      

      Here Matthew describes Jesus’ teaching turning from contracts and promises to all
         dealings with one another. The teaching springs from the simple fact that, if we accept
         a relationship with God who declares that he loves us all, we must come to terms with
         his all-encompassing love. But how is it possible to love all? For instance, isn’t
         it often difficult for one person in a marriage to enjoy the company of all the spouse’s
         friends?
      

      
       Matthew says Jesus reminded the crowd that, while the Covenant required a measured
         response even to those who cause harm [v.38], they should seek more than the demands
         of strict justice. We hear him tell them to embrace the demands of mercy: “If someone
         hits you, turn to look them full in the face, but don’t hit them back [v.39]. Sympathize
         with others’ needs not only when they’re personal [vv.40, 42], but even if you’re
         pressed into public service!” [v.41].
      

      
       Jesus is described as presuming that, because Jews were taught to love their neighbors,
         they might think they could despise those who didn’t treat them as friends [v.43].
         But we hear him point out what the crowd already knew (i.e., they were in a Covenant
         with a God who didn’t play favorites), then ask them to consider the following fact.
         Many of those whom they viewed as sinners, such as tax collectors (whose supposed
         dishonesty was obviously selfish) and non-Jews (who didn’t accept the Covenant), treated
         friends well. Did they think the Covenant called them merely to imitate these sinners—merely
         to be friendly with friends? If, on the other hand, they were truly God’s children,
         did they think there should be some family resemblance between themselves and God?
         If they were like their Father, wouldn’t their loving be perfect [vv.44–48]?
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      What’s the Right Relationship 
with God? [Mt.6:1–8]
      

      
      1 Jesus continued to speak about what was right. “Don’t try to seem ‘right,’ ‘just,’
               and ‘good’ to others. What response from your Father in heaven do you expect for showing
               off? 2 So, if you’re giving alms, don’t blow your horn in the assembly or on the street
               as hypocrites do. They want honor from others. O yes, indeed, I say that’s all they’ll
               get. 3 When giving alms, don’t let the left hand know what the right is doing. 4 Let your alms be secret. Your Father, who sees secrets, will respond to you. 5 And don’t pray like the hypocrites who love to stand up in the assembly or on the
               street corner praying so others will see. O yes, indeed, I say that’s their reward.
               6 When you pray, go to a private room and close the door. Pray to the Father in secret.
               He sees what’s secret and responds. 7 Don’t babble your prayers like pagans who think grandiloquence gets attention. 8 Don’t be like them. Your Father knows what you need before you ask him.”

       

      

      

      Above, Jesus was described telling the crowd to be just like God, their Father (see
         5:48). Here, he warns against trying to impress others with the attempt to do this
         [v.1]. With examples about praying and charitable giving, he reminds us how tempting
         it is to convince others of our goodness—and how pointless. If our desire is to be
         like God, the praise of others can’t help satisfy that desire. But it can distract
         us from it because, if others say we’re generous and devout, it’s tempting to believe
         that maybe we are good. It’s comforting to think that, though “good” isn’t perfection,
         it’s certainly not sinful. But we hear Jesus say that, in the process of making ourselves
         look good, we completely ignore God [vv.2, 5] who, after all, is the only one who
         knows what each of us needs [vv.3–4].
      

      
       Matthew tells us Jesus warned his listeners not to start down the road to general
         acclaim, for that route would lead to smugness and complete forgetfulness about one’s
         need for the care of the Father. We hear Jesus tell the crowd to turn directly to
         the Father and, without fanfare, ask for the care he promised to give [v.6]. That’s
         the right way to relate to your Father.
      

      
       Matthew says Jesus concluded these comments about conversing with the Father by saying
         that, whenever you turn to him, turn with complete confidence that he’ll fulfill his
         promises. You don’t have to give him long lists of reminders about the Covenant [vv.7–8].
         He offered you the Covenant in the first place and knows all about it. What Good News
         Jesus gives us about prayer: in prayer, God does all the work.
      

      
      How to Pray [Mt.6:9–15]

      
      9 “Pray like this,” Jesus told the crowd on the mountain: “‘Our Father in heaven, let
               your name be made holy. 10 Let your kingdom come. Let your will be as effective on earth as it is in heaven.
               11 Today, give us today’s bread. 12 Forgive us for not giving you what we owe you—just as we forgive what others owe
               us. 
13 Don’t let us get into temptation—rescue us from the evil one.’ 14 If you forgive what others do against you, your heavenly Father will forgive you.
               15 If you don’t forgive others, your Father won’t forgive you.”

       

      

      

      For those who don’t know how to keep their prayer brief (see 6:7), or aren’t certain
         how to pray, Matthew says an example was offered. To start off, remind yourself you’re
         in your Father’s presence [v.9a]. Then ask for what you need—and notice you’re speaking
         as if all of us share this need. First, ask God to give the gift of regarding him—his
         very name—as holy, awesome, and mighty [v.9b]. (This will remind us that, since we
         can’t make him sacred to ourselves, we turn to him to do it for us.) Then ask the
         Father to give us the divine kingdom—that is, to bring to us what we cannot possibly
         find for ourselves [v.10a]. Ask him to make his heavenly desires effective right here
         on earth—in our very hearts [v.10b]. Then, to remind ourselves that God is indeed
         doing what we ask (is indeed filling us with his presence and struggling to fill us
         with his desires), we should put everyday needs in our Father’s hands. Don’t even
         worry about today’s food [v.11].
      

      
       And don’t forget how unworthy we all are of these gifts. Recall how often we try
         to satisfy ourselves—how often we turn away from God. Then we ask for forgiveness
         [v.12a]. As we ask, we notice how difficult it is for us to forgive others, so we
         also ask that our impulse to forgive will grow in proportion to our sense of being
         forgiven [v.12b]. Next, we’re instructed to ask for the same guidance Jesus accepted
         when he was tempted in the wilderness (see 4:1). Because we can’t manage on our own,
         we ask God to keep us from trying to self-manage—to save us from ourselves; to save
         us from all evil [v.13]. That’s it.
      

      
       Matthew tells us Jesus added a powerful reminder of why we need to turn to our Father
         for help and care: there’s no other way to learn God’s impulse to forgive. If we wish
         to share the relationship God offers us, we have to accept him as he is: forgiving.
         We can experience his forgiveness only if we’re willing to give it as well as receive
         it [vv.14–15].
      

      
      More Advice about Keeping a Right 
Relationship with God [Mt.6:16–24]
      

      
      16 “Do you want to fast?” asked Jesus on the mountain. “Don’t be like the doleful hypocrites
               whose dishevelment says, ‘I’m fasting.’ General admiration is their reward. 17 When fasting, fix your hair and wash your face. 18 Don’t advertise your fast to others. Your Father, who sees all secrets, will notice.
               19 Don’t pile up goods on earth, where moth and rust consume, and thieves loot. 20 Gather your treasure in heaven, where there’s no thief, rust, or moth. 21 Where your treasure is, there’s your heart. 22 The body’s lamp is the eye. If you’re clear-eyed, you’ll be properly enlightened.
               23 If you’re devious, you’ll seek the shadows. How dismal to turn light to darkness!
               24 You can’t have two masters. You’ll hate one and love the other, or admire the first
               and despise the other. So, you can’t devote yourself to God and your own treasures.”

       

      

      

      Matthew says that, in addition to almsgiving and praying (see 6:2–6), Jesus spoke
         about fasting as another way of reminding ourselves how our relationship with God
         works. As with every other action, we’re tempted to make the act of fasting about
         ourselves—“You’re fasting? You’re so conscientious!” [v.16]. Instead, says Jesus,
         let fasting help you allow God into your life; let it remind you who knows your need
         for nourishment better than you [vv.17–18].
      

      
       Then, says Matthew, Jesus encouraged his hearers to make an obvious choice: don’t
         dream of mounds of this world’s goods—things that disappear and fall apart—but of
         everlasting riches [vv.19–20]. This isn’t just good practical advice. It stirs up
         reflections about our deepest longings and asks us how we want to spend our energy.
         Do we yearn for possessions, or eternal life [v.21]? We hear Jesus put the same question
         another way by using an image of roving eyes, asking, “What are you looking for; what
         lights you up? If it’s God’s electrifying offer to be our God and to care for us always,
         then you should trust that you’ll indeed be filled with divine light” [v.22]. We also
         hear Jesus warn that, if we work secretly for our own hidden purposes, our selfishness
         will not bring us light, but lonely darkness [v.23].
      

      
       Matthew says Jesus used another image to warn the crowd away from trying to snatch
         God’s creative work out of his hands: if you make yourself the master of all your
         schemes and goals, you can’t possibly devote yourself and all your energy to letting
         God fulfill the divine promises in you. You must choose between the two [v.24].
      

      
      Anxiety about Our Relationship 
with God [Mt.6:25–34]
      

      
      25 “So,” says Jesus to the crowd on the mountain, “I tell you not to be anxious about
               life—how you’ll eat, how you’ll slake your thirst, or how you’ll clothe yourself.
               Isn’t life more than food? Aren’t you more than your clothes? 26 Look, the birds in the heavens don’t sow, reap, or stockpile, yet your heavenly Father
               feeds them. Aren’t you more precious than they? 27 Can any of you use your anxiety to stretch out your life a bit? 28 Then why worry about clothes? Look at the lilies in the field. They grow without
               working or spinning. 29 Let me tell you, even Solomon in all his glory couldn’t dress so well. 30 If God arrays the grasses so splendidly—though they fill the field today and go into
               the oven tomorrow—how much more will he do for you! So little faith! 31 Don’t whine, ‘What’ll we eat; what’ll we drink; what’ll we wear?’ 32 That’s how pagans fret. Your Father knows what you need. 33 Let your first desire be the kingdom of God—God’s perfect, right, and just way of
               doing things. Everything else is included for you. 34 And don’t be anxious about tomorrow. Let tomorrow have its own anxiety. There’s enough
               to bedevil us in the present moment.”

       

      

      

      Matthew doesn’t present Jesus as a Pollyanna who believes that, once we’ve put trust
         in God (see 6:24), all will be rosy. Here he describes Jesus speaking of the sorts
         of distractions he once faced (see 4:3–9). Just as hunger made him wonder how to find
         food, we too will worry about nourishment and shelter [v.25]. And just as he recalled
         the promise of the Covenant, he wants us to do the same: “When you feel anxious, remember
         that God is taking care of you.” If we need help remembering, Jesus suggests we look
         at the birds and plants and notice how creation meets their needs without their assistance.
         Do we really think God cares more for birds and flowers than for us [vv.26–30a]? The
         honest answer to that question is: Yes! (We’re talking about worry, after all.) Then
         Jesus names the antidote to fretting: an increase of faith [v.30b].
      

      
       We hear Jesus say the only thing that casts out anxiety is trust. Like nonbelievers,
         we’ll find ourselves agonizing about our circumstances. But when that happens, we
         should review the choice that belief first presented to us: do you want God’s kingdom,
         or do you want to build one for yourself? We should then renew our decision to accept
         God’s kingdom [vv.31–33]. This spells out in detail the advice with which Matthew
         tells us both John the Baptist and Jesus began their ministries: “Repent, for the
         kingdom of heaven is at hand” (see 3:2; 4:17). Turning away from self-absorbed anxiety,
         and turning to the kingdom, is what we must do day after day after day [v.34]. All
         we need will be put in our laps along with the kingdom [v.33b]. Good News!
      

      
      
   
      

      On the Mountain, Jesus Continues to Teach about the Covenant
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      Our Relationships with Others [Mt.7:1–12]

      
      1 Jesus then said to the crowd on the mountain, “Don’t judge, or you’ll be judged.
               2 The kind of judgment you make, you’ll get. Your evaluations will be used on you.
               3 You notice the speck in your brother’s eye, but don’t see the lumber in yours? 4 How dare you say, “I’ll get that speck.” You have a plank sticking out of your eye!
               5 Hypocrite! Take out the plank. Maybe then you can help remove the speck. 6 You don’t give blessed objects to dogs nor do you give pearls to pigs—which would
               simply trample you. (And the dogs would turn and maul you!) 7 Ask, and it will be given. Seek, and you’ll find. Knock, and it’ll open up. 8 A petitioner receives; a seeker finds; a door opens to the one who knocks. 9 Who will give their child a stone if the child asks for bread? 10 Would you give a snake to one of your children who asked for a fish? 11 If you, who are selfish, know it’s right to give good things to your children, doesn’t
               it seem obvious your Father in heaven will give what’s good to those who ask? 12 Whatever you expect from others, you should do for them. That’s the Law and the prophets.”

       

      

      

      Matthew described Jesus telling disciples to understand and proclaim the Covenant
         (see 5:12, 20), to allow the Covenant to be fulfilled in them (see 5:21–48), and to
         turn repeatedly to the Father for help (see 6:1–34). Now we hear that Jesus warned
         against judging others. With comical imagery, he says we shouldn’t believe our evaluation
         of others’ faults, but we can believe that our flaws are greater than we think they
         are [vv.1–5]. Matthew then says Jesus pointed out that we wouldn’t thrust something
         valuable at a pig or a dog lest they react to such strange behavior with startled
         aggression. Shouldn’t we show the same deference to one another [v.6]?
      

      
       That question might provoke in us a burst of quibbles that come down to one question:
         “How can I respect those who are annoying?” Matthew says Jesus spoke here of seeking
         help in prayer. Have a question? Ask. Something missing? Search. Door locked? Knock
         [vv.7–8]. So, if you need the gifts of patience and respect, ask for them—and remember
         you’re asking your heavenly Father. Matthew says Jesus pointed out how attentive we
         are to the appeals of our children, and then suggested we imagine God to be at least
         as attentive as we are [vv.9–11]. Matthew tells us Jesus summed up his explanation
         of how our relationship with God should shape our relationship with each other by
         reminding the crowd of the basic message repeated throughout each part of scripture:
         you’ll treat others well if you believe God loves them as he does you [v.12].
      

      
      Accepting the Covenant Means 
Acting on It [Mt.7:13–23]
      

      
      13 On the mountain, Jesus kept teaching how to fulfill the Covenant. “Go through the
               narrow gate. The big gate and wide road lead to ruin—and many head that way. 14 How narrow is the gate and how grueling the way to life! Few find it. 
15 Guard against false prophets. They wear sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are hungry
               wolves. 16 You’ll know them by their fruits. Do grapes come from thorns, or figs from thistles?
               17 A good tree produces good fruit; a sick tree gives tainted fruit. 18 A good tree won’t produce tainted fruit; an infected tree can’t bear healthy fruit.
               19 Trees that fail to produce good fruit are chopped down for the fire. 20 You know the tree by the fruit. 21 Those who will enter the kingdom of heaven aren’t those who say to me ‘Lord, Lord.’
               It’s only the one who does the will of my Father. 22 On the day of entering the kingdom, many will tell me, ‘Lord, Lord! Didn’t we prophesy
               in your name, cast out demons in your name, and perform mighty deeds?’ 23 Then I’ll tell them, ‘I never knew you. Get away from me. You work at wickedness.’”

       

      

      

      Accepting God’s offer of the Covenant is uncomplicated. It’s as simple as saying,
         “Yes, I will accept your care as my God.” But that’s not easy. If we believe we can
         take care of ourselves, and think everyone else should do the same, we may think that
         we have a rich array of chances for shaping the life we want. Here, Matthew tells
         us Jesus says the opposite is true. Want true life? Then there’s only one choice for
         you—and it’s a choice you’ll find difficult to stick with [vv.13–14]. One source of
         your difficulty will be the prophets of self-promotion who will insist that so narrow
         a choice is nonsense. They’ll tell you to trust your best instincts—to follow wherever
         your heart leads you. How will you know they’re selling bad merchandise? Look at their
         fruits, their results, says Jesus. Have these false prophets answered the question
         about controlling life (see 6:27)? No? Then throw out their advice [vv.15–20].
      

      
       Matthew says Jesus taught that, if you want to reject all other choices and accept
         his teaching about the Covenant, your response to his Good News will have to be more
         than a gush of excitement. It will have to show itself in deeds that express praise
         and gratitude to the Father for offering the Covenant, not pride in yourself for accepting
         it [vv.21–22]. According to Matthew, Jesus’ reaction to those who want to turn the
         Covenant on its head—“Lord, see how I have taken care of your kingdom!”—will be frank
         and final [v.23].
      

      
      Jesus Concludes His Teaching 
on the Mountain [Mt.7:24–29]
      

      
      24 To conclude his teaching on the mountain, Jesus said, “Whoever listens to these words
               of mine and acts on them will be like the wise builder who built on rock. 25 Rain fell, rivers flooded, the wind blasted his house, but it didn’t collapse. Its
               foundation was rock. 26 However, anyone who hears my words and doesn’t act on them will be like the fool
               who built a house on sand. 27 Rain fell, rivers flooded, wind blasted his house—and its collapse was total.” 28 When Jesus ended with these words, the crowds were excited by his teaching. 29 He taught with authority, not as their scribes taught.

       

      

      

      Matthew says Jesus used the image of choosing a foundation for a house in order to
         summarize his teaching about accepting the relationship God offers in the Covenant.
         If we set our lives on Jesus’ teachings about the Covenant, our contentment will be
         like the comfort of weathering a violent storm inside a sturdy home [vv.24–25]. But,
         if we cobble together other plans, our experience will be akin to the feeling of having
         a hurricane demolish a house on top of us [vv.26–27]. According to Matthew, the crowd
         hadn’t heard this kind of teaching from their official teachers, the scribes [vv.28–29]—a
         fact Jesus alluded to earlier (see 5:20).
      

      
       The image of establishing one’s whole life on Jesus’ words stresses the importance
         of accepting his message: the Covenant must shape every moment of your life. Now it’s
         true that, if those in the crowd were devout Jews, they would have repeated throughout
         each day the prayer that begins: “Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God. The Lord alone!
         You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, all your soul, all your strength”
         (see Dt.6:4–9). But Jesus’ teaching, summarized by the first word of his message,
         “Repent” (see 4:17), asked his hearers to notice that they were not loving God in
         that way. They had no reason to feel self-righteous [see 7:4]. But neither should
         they have felt anxious (see 6:33). He could assure them with the authority of his
         own experience of repeatedly choosing to trust in God (see 3:15–17; 4:10–11) that
         love of God demands a complete transformation of the heart (see 5:17–48). Matthew
         reports that Jesus also told people this transformation would require their full attention
         for a lifetime—during which they should expect plenty of divine assistance (see 6:25–34).
         The crowd, says Matthew, was deeply moved by this message. Perhaps they heard it as
         Good News.
      

      
      
   
      

      Jesus Is Sought as a Healer
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      A Healing as Jesus Descends 
from the Mountain [Mt.8:1–4]
      

      
      1 When Jesus descended from the heights west of the Sea of Galilee [see 5:1], large
               crowds followed him. 2 Imagine, a leper came up, bowed down to him, and said, “Lord, if you want to, you
               can make me clean.” 3 He extended his hand, touched him, and said, “I do want to. Be made clean.” He was
               immediately made clean. 4 “Make sure you tell no one,” says Jesus. “Go to the priest. Show yourself. Offer
               the gift stipulated in the Law of Moses [found in the first part of Leviticus 14].
               Your adherence to the Law will be your witness to others that you are clean.”

       

      

      

      Readers may have forgotten, while reading Matthew’s narrative of Jesus’ teaching session
         on the heights above Capernaum, that those crowds had been attracted to Jesus because
         of his healing as well as his proclamation of the Good News (see 4:24–25). Matthew
         tells us here that, as crowds continued to follow Jesus [v.1], more healing was sought
         [v.2]. We can imagine the leper heard Jesus teach, or heard stories about his healings.
         Somehow he learned the lesson of asking for what he needed (see 7:7). We hear him
         leaving it to Jesus to present his need to God: “Lord, if you desire this [from God],
         it will happen.” (This is the way we all pray when we ask someone to pray for us:
         “You will probably be more candid than I would be in telling God how needy I am; so,
         would you pray for me?”)
      

      
       Jesus is described as responding to this simple request simply: “Of course I will
         share your desire; of course you’ll receive what you need.” And Matthew tells us the
         leper immediately received what both he and Jesus wanted [v.3]. When Matthew reports
         that Jesus told the man not to speak about this [v.4a], he adds no explanation. But
         he tells us what Jesus did ask the man to do in response to his healing: he was to
         give the witness that the Law called for in such a case [v.4b]—that is, he should
         follow the rituals spelled out in the Book of Leviticus for a child of the Covenant.
         Though the rituals might seem mystifying to a modern reader, they clearly emphasize
         that, when those who have accepted the Covenant seek healing from a skin disease,
         they must remember to turn to God for the healing. Their appeal to God is worship
         that can be witnessed by the whole community of believers. Jesus wants the man to
         give this witness. The man doesn’t need to tell anyone anything more than what his
         witness will proclaim: trust.
      

      
      Reaching Capernaum, Jesus Is Again 
Asked for a Healing [Mt.8:5–13]
      

      
      5 As Jesus came back to Capernaum after teaching on the heights above the lake, a centurion
               went up to him and made an appeal. 6 “Lord,” he said, “my boy lies paralyzed in bed with terrible pain.” 7 “I’ll come and heal him,” he says. 
8 “Lord,” said the centurion, “I’m not worthy of your entering under my roof. Say the
               word, my boy will be healed. 9 I understand authority—I have soldiers at my command. I say to one, ‘Go,’ he goes;
               to another, ‘Come,’ he comes; to my slave, ‘Do this,’ he does it.” 10 Jesus was surprised to hear this. He said to those who followed him, “O yes, indeed,
               I tell you I haven’t found faith like this in anyone in Israel. 11 I also tell you that many will come from east and west to recline at table with Abraham,
               Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. 12 But the children of the kingdom will be forced outside into the dark, where there’ll
               be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 13 Go,” Jesus said to the centurion. “Your belief allows it to be so.” That hour the
               boy was healed.

       

      

      

      Matthew’s descriptions of Jesus coming down from the heights [8:1] and entering Capernaum
         [v.5a] create the impression Jesus is heading home (see the next scene). But his responses
         to the leper [8:3] and to the centurion indicate he considers their needs greater
         than his. Here, the centurion’s concern for his young child’s or servant’s illness
         [v.6] is described as moving Jesus to propose changing his destination [v.7]. But
         the centurion, whom we presume to be a Gentile, won’t hear of a visit to his house.
         First, we hear him say it’s not fitting for Jesus to honor him with a visit [v.8a];
         then he says it’s not necessary. Matthew depicts him believing not only that Jesus
         will be moved with pity by the illness, but also that he has the authority to heal
         [vv.8b–9a]. Matthew doesn’t describe the centurion asking how Jesus’ authority works,
         but simply accepting that it has real effects—just as he trusts his own authority
         has an effect [v.9b].
      

      
       The comparison Matthew says Jesus made between the centurion’s faith and the faith
         of others sounds severe [v.10]. It suggests that Jesus hadn’t seen much faith on the
         mountain (see 7:28) or during his first travels through Galilee (see 4:23–25)—or even
         in the first response of Peter, Andrew, James, and John [4:19–22]! That suggestion
         is strengthened when Matthew tells us Jesus painted a very clear image of who would
         enjoy and who would miss the heavenly banquet [vv.11–12]—to which only the faithful
         are called (see Is.25:6; 55:1–2; 65:13). Matthew ends this encounter with one final
         emphasis on faith: Jesus says the man’s faith—like the leper’s trust (see comments
         on 8:4)—is what makes the healing possible [v.13]. This is Good News for anyone who
         is willing to trust God.
      

      
      Healing Should Lead to 
Trust—But Does It? [Mt.8:14–23]
      

      
      14 Jesus entered Peter’s house and found Peter’s mother-in-law bedridden with a fever.
               15 He touched her hand. The fever left her. She got up and started to take care of him.
               16 As evening fell, they brought him many bedeviled people. With a word, he cast their
               spirits out. And he healed anyone who was ill. 17 This showed how fully the prophet Isaiah spoke the truth when he said: “He embraced
               our weakness; he undertook our distress” [Is.53:4]. 18 Looking at the crowds surrounding him, he instructed the disciples to cross the lake.
               19 A scribe came up and said, “Teacher, I’ll go with you wherever you go.” 20 Jesus told him, “Foxes have holes, birds in the sky have nests. But the Son of Man
               has no place to rest his head.” 21 One of his disciples said, “Lord, please excuse me. I must go bury my father.” 22 Jesus told him, “Follow me. Let the dead bury their dead.” 23 He boarded the boat, and the disciples followed him.

       

      

      

      Matthew showed us Jesus healing the leper to teach him trust (see 8:3–4), then using
         the centurion’s request for a healing as a lesson to the crowds to let themselves
         be moved by pity and trust (see 8:8). Here, Matthew depicts a healing so succinctly
         readers may miss it. And that may be the point. As he describes it, Peter’s mother-in-law
         doesn’t gush about feeling better. Suddenly relieved of her needy condition, she was
         free to attend to the needs of others—and she did so [vv.14–15]. Then, more people
         sought comfort in their need. Matthew told us Jesus taught that we’re blessed when,
         realizing our need for comfort, we turn to God for it (see 5:3–10), and that we should
         proclaim to others the blessing of trusting in God’s care (see 5:16). Here Matthew
         writes that Jesus cured many [v.16]. But that’s not all. He also cites the Book of
         the Prophet Isaiah to make the point that Jesus was not correcting God’s creation,
         but fulfilling it. He wasn’t getting around our condition of weakness and need; he
         was embracing that condition [v.17]. Jesus, says Matthew, trusted that God’s presence
         was in our frailty—which may not sound like Good News.
      

      
       Matthew’s description of Jesus’ sudden decision to cross the lake [v.18] seems designed
         to cause surprise: “Where’s he going? Isn’t there more healing to do?” He then describes
         two reactions to the decision. First, a scribe volunteers to head off with Jesus immediately.
         Jesus tells the scribe that, though he sees himself as the “Son of Man”—that is, someone
         who fully accepts the state of being human—he doesn’t worry about things that most
         of us consider necessities [vv.19–20]. Second, a disciple explains why he can’t leave
         at once. Jesus challenges him to make a choice between serving his family and following
         him [vv.21–22]. After these invitations to people to free themselves from assumptions
         they’re making about life, Jesus heads off to continue proclaiming the Good News of
         the kingdom. Some follow him [v.23].
      

      
      No Trust on the Boat Trip; No Trust 
in Gentile Territory [Mt.8:24–34]
      

      
      24 Imagine, as Jesus and his disciples were crossing the lake [i.e., the Sea of Galilee],
               a big storm came up, piling waves into the boat. He was asleep. 25 They went to wake him: “Lord! Save us. We’re all lost!” 26 “Why are you afraid?” he asked. “So little faith!” He stood up, called the winds
               and the lake to order, and there was a great calm. 27 They were stunned. “What are we dealing with here,” they wondered, “when even the
               wind and the lake obey him?” 28 When he landed in Gadarene territory on the other side of the lake, two bedeviled
               men came at him from a graveyard. They were so dangerous, no one passed that way.
               
29 “What’s between us, Son of God?” they yelled. “Isn’t it too soon to torture us?”
               30 Not too far away was a large herd of grubbing pigs. 31 “If you cast us out,” pleaded the demons, “send us into the pigs.” 32 “Out!” he said. Out they went into the pigs, which ran into the lake, and drowned.
               33 The pig keepers fled to the city and told all about the bedeviled men. 34 Imagine, the whole city came out to meet him. When they saw him, they begged him
               to leave their territory.

       

      

      

      Matthew says the disciples were puzzled by Jesus’ repose. He also says Jesus was puzzled
         by their lack of serenity, then asked for the calm they couldn’t imagine [vv.24–26].
         The disciples seem almost as unsettled by Jesus’ response to their fears as they were
         flabbergasted by his indifference to the storm [v.27]. From Jesus’ first appearance
         as an adult in this Gospel, Matthew has repeatedly portrayed him as placing all his
         trust in the Father (see, e.g., 3:16; 4:1–4). His disciples, on the other hand, seem
         to have learned nothing about this kind of trust.
      

      
       The Gospel According to Mark also describes a boat trip to Gentile territory somewhere
         on the eastern shore of the Sea of Galilee. Mark’s account emphasizes the transformation
         in one possessed man who, after he’s freed from the spirits of self-obsession, accepts
         a mission from Jesus to spread the Good News about trusting in God (see Mk.5:1–20).
         Here, Matthew’s account stresses the power of our bedeviling spirits of selfishness
         to resist Jesus’ Good News. Matthew says the evil spirits called Jesus “Son of God”
         [vv.28–29a]—apparently recognizing in him the same dedication to the divine will the
         Father saw (see 3:17). But we hear these spirits insisting it’s not the right time
         to fulfill God’s will [v.29b]. However, if they must bow to the divine will, they
         choose to abide with mortal pigs rather than with the living God—a choice that’s satisfied
         [vv.30–32].
      

      
       Matthew says the people of the territory heard these events reported but didn’t hear
         Good News. When they went out to meet Jesus, they saw nothing they wanted, and they
         asked him to leave [vv.33–34].
      

      
      
   
      

      What Is Healing, and Why 
Do We Need It?
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      Healing the Human Spirit [Mt.9:1–8]

      
      1 They took ship from the eastern shore and returned to his own city, Capernaum. 2 Imagine, when people brought to him on a mat a paralyzed young person, Jesus saw
               their faith. “Child, take comfort,” he said. “Your sins are forgiven.” 
3 Some scribes muttered, “This is blasphemy.” 4 Jesus saw what they thought. He said, “Why do you mull over evil in your hearts?
               5 What’s easier: to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven’; or to say, ‘Get up and walk’? 6 I’ll help you understand that the Son of Man has the power on earth to forgive sins.”
               Then he said to the one paralyzed, “Stand up. Take your mat home.” 7 The young person got up and went home. 8 The crowds who saw this were frightened. They gave glory to the God who gave such
               power to us.

       

      

      

      The description of the landing back at Capernaum suggests that the group had scarcely
         gotten out of the boat before those in need gathered to seek Jesus’ aid—in particular,
         the friends or family of a paralyzed young person [v.1]. Matthew says Jesus interpreted
         the concern of those who carried the youth to him as a sign of faith in the God who
         promises to heal all hurt (see, e.g., Is.6:10; 19:22). And he says Jesus told the
         youth that turning to God in repentance meant that all previous rejections of God’s
         love—that is, all sins—were forgiven [v.2]. Although this Good News is proclaimed
         in scripture (see, e.g., Ps.41:5), Matthew tells us that some scribes who heard it
         from Jesus considered it blasphemous [v.3].
      

      
       Matthew says Jesus told them they were deeply mistaken [v.4] and asked them to reimagine
         what healing was—to consider whether God wants us to be well in our souls, or in our
         bodies. Can someone who believes in the Covenant—in which we are assured we are God’s
         children (see Dt.32:5)—say to another believer: “Your sins are forgiven” or “Your
         body is healed” [v.5]? Matthew says Jesus concluded with this message: “Take comfort
         in seeing the healing of a body, and believe that God also delivers your souls from
         all disorders” [v.6a]. Then the young person was healed [vv.6b–7].
      

      
       In this encounter [v.6], Jesus is again described calling himself the “Son of Man”
         (see 8:20). Here, he’s teaching that he, a human being who entrusts himself to God’s
         power of forgiveness, shares God’s power to forgive. Yet the crowd’s response is fear
         [v.8]. What glory can we give God if we’re afraid of his powers? What sort of healthy
         relationship can exist between an anxious child and a dreaded parent?
      

      
      Who Follows Jesus? [Mt.9:9–17]

      
      9 Leaving the shore, Jesus saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax stand. He says,
               “Follow me,” and he got up and followed him. 10 Then, reclining at table at the house with his disciples, imagine, many tax collectors
               and sinners reclined at table with them. 11 The Pharisees saw this and asked the disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax
               collectors and sinners?” 12 He heard, and said, “The healthy don’t need a doctor, the sick do. 13 Learn this: ‘I want mercy, not sacrifice’ [see Hos.6:6]. I come to call sinners,
               not the righteous.” 14 Disciples of John the Baptist came up and asked, “Why don’t your disciples fast?
               We and the Pharisees do.” 15 “The bridegroom’s followers can’t mourn while he’s with them, can they?” said Jesus.
               “When the bridegroom is taken away from them, they’ll fast then. 16 You don’t sew new cloth on old cloth. It’ll shrink and pull the tear wider. 17 You don’t put new wine in old wineskins. They’ll burst, spilling wine and ruining
               the skins. You put new wine in fresh skins, then both are preserved.”

       

      

      

      Scripture is filled with reminders that God wants to be generous to us and doesn’t
         need gifts from us (see, e.g., the story of Saul—1 Sm.). Here Matthew portrays Jesus
         making the obvious point that those who need God’s generosity, especially in the form
         of forgiveness for their selfishness, must first hear about it. So, he not only calls
         a tax collector away from a job that requires him to think constantly about himself
         [v.9], he also dines with him, and shares with him and many others the Good News that
         repentance and reconciliation can be enjoyed by anyone seeking forgiveness [v.10].
         Matthew says Jesus had to remind some Pharisees—scholars of the Law—that scripture
         describes God offering love, not loving offerings [vv.11–13a]. “Of course,” says Jesus,
         “if you see yourself as sinless, you’ll see no need for this reminder” [v.13b].
      

      
       A question from the Baptist’s disciples lets Jesus describe the purpose of righteous
         works [v.14]. As Matthew relates the answer, Jesus says that if you listen to his
         words about repentance, you’ll rejoice like someone at a wedding feast. You don’t
         need fasting—or anything else—to remind you to turn your attention to the pleasure
         of the bridegroom’s company if the bridegroom is sitting right there with you [v.15a].
         If, however, you become distracted from the joy of Jesus’ words, then you might need
         the help of fasting [v.15b]. By fasting, you’d be following Jesus’ example of reminding
         yourself of God’s care for you: “I don’t need to worry about bread if God’s word is
         my food” (see 4:4). Matthew then says Jesus used two images to point out the need
         for renewal. In a word, we must abandon our stale prejudices and listen to the ever-renewing
         word of God [vv.16–17].
      

      
      Two More Healings [Mt.9:18–26]

      
      18 While Jesus was speaking at table in Matthew’s house, a local official came in, showed
               his respect, and said, “My daughter’s died; but come, lay your hand on her, and she’ll
               live.” 19 Jesus got up and followed him, the disciples after them. 
20 Imagine, a woman who’d hemorrhaged for twelve years went up to touch his cloak. 21 “If I can just touch his cloak,” she thought, “I’ll be healed.” 22 Jesus turned, saw her, and said, “Take comfort. Your faith heals you.” Right then,
               she was healed. 23 Jesus reached the official’s house to find flute players and a wailing crowd. 24 “Go away,” he said. “The girl hasn’t died. She’s sleeping.” They laughed at him.
               25 But he put them out, went in to the girl, took her hand, and raised her. 26 A report of this spread through all the area.

       

      

      

      Matthew suddenly picks up the pace by succinctly narrating two acts of healing in
         which Jesus’ reactions were swift and simple. To our ears, the official (who, unlike
         the centurion, sees nothing wrong with Jesus coming to his house—see 8:8—and may therefore
         be a Jewish official) may seem to ask the impossible for his daughter. But Matthew
         hints at no hesitation in Jesus’ response to him [vv.18–19]. Then, with a brief mention
         of Jesus’ departure with the official, we quickly find ourselves in the middle of
         another scene with a woman whose vaginal bleeding would have made her an outcast.
         She hopes to end twelve years of torment with a touch of cloth [vv.20–21]. Before
         we have time to weigh our reactions to her bold hopes, Jesus has recognized her trust
         and has begun to comfort her with the Good News that faith brings healing. And she
         was healed [vv.20–22].
      

      
       With another quick shift, we’re at the official’s house in the middle of organized
         mourning [v.23]. According to Matthew, Jesus didn’t whisper a polite request for calm
         but told the paid musicians and grieving crowd they’d made a mistake and could go
         home [v.24a]. The crowd is described as certain of their understanding of death and,
         thus, reduced to incredulous laughter [v.24b]. Matthew doesn’t show us Jesus inviting
         the crowd to stay and learn something different about death, but simply getting them
         to leave [v.25]. Then, says Matthew, Jesus did what the crowd was certain couldn’t
         be done: he raised the girl to life [v.26].
      

      
       Matthew doesn’t say what things were said when the report of this incident spread
         all around [v.26]. People might have said, “Well, that settles it; now I see how little
         I know about life. I’ll never trust myself again; I’ll put all my trust in God.” Or,
         they may have said, “How did he do that?”
      

      
      Faith Expresses Itself in Cries for 
Help and Healing [Mt.9:27–38]
      

      
      27 As Jesus left the official’s house, two blind men followed him, crying out, “Take
               pity on us, Son of David.” 28 When he got back to Peter’s house, they came up to him. “Do you believe I can do
               this,” he asked. “Yes, Lord,” they said. 29 He touched their eyes. “Because of your faith, so let it be for you.” 30 And their eyes opened. Jesus insisted strenuously, “Don’t let others know this.”
               31 But they went off and talked about him all over the area. 32 As they left, others brought in a bedeviled man who couldn’t speak. 33 Once the demon was cast out, the mute man spoke. The crowds were amazed and said,
               “This never happened before in Israel!” 34 But the Pharisees said, “He casts out demons through the ruler of demons.” 35 Jesus left Capernaum and went to cities and towns all around to teach in their synagogues,
               preaching the Good News of God’s kingdom, healing disease and distress. 36 He was moved with pity for the crowds. They were like frightened sheep without a
               shepherd. 37 He said to the disciples, “There aren’t many workers for such a great harvest. 38 Ask the Lord of the harvest to send out harvesters.”

       

      

      

      In two short scenes, Matthew describes people responding to miracles with such shock
         that they seem to miss Jesus’ Good News—the news that God’s blessings are truly available
         to all who ask for them. Earlier, Matthew portrayed Jesus teaching that we are being
         blessed when we feel the need to turn to God in trust (see 5:3–10). In the first scene
         here, where two blind men hail Jesus as “Son of David” [v.27], what sort of blessing
         were they seeking? Matthew doesn’t say whether the men thought of David as an extraordinarily
         powerful king, or as someone whose power came from his trust in God. But when Matthew
         says Jesus told them to remain silent [v.30b], he seems to suggest that Jesus suspects
         they won’t describe their healing as a reminder that one can place total trust in
         God. When the men ignored Jesus’ command not to speak of their healing, did they go
         about proclaiming Good News about the blessings of God’s kingdom, or did they speak
         about their healing as an amazing bit of luck?
      

      
       Matthew has described crowds around Jesus as needy individuals seeking aid (see 4:23–25;
         8:1–2, 16–17; 9:2). And he’s told us Jesus taught that divine aid was given to all
         who asked for it. In the second scene here, a group is amazed when their request is
         answered [vv.32–33]. The group expresses their incredulity by noting how rare miracles
         are, while some Pharisees say the miracle is a trick [v.34]. Neither group wonders
         whether God might have been doing what God has always promised to do: care for them.
      

      
       According to Matthew, Jesus encountered this muddled mix of neediness, bedevilment,
         distress, and skepticism when he returned to his travels (see 4:23) to proclaim the
         Good News [v.35]. Deeply moved by people’s needs, Jesus encouraged his disciples to
         join him in asking for divine help in responding to these needs [vv.36–38].
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      Jesus Commissions Twelve Disciples [Mt.10:1–4]

      
      1 After Jesus spoke about the need to spread the Good News, he called his twelve disciples
               to him. He gave them power to cast out demons, and to heal all disease and distress.
               2 The names of these “apostles” [i.e., individuals “sent to speak on another’s behalf”]
               are, first of all, Simon, the one nicknamed Peter; and Andrew, Peter’s brother; and
               James-son-of-Zebedee, and his brother, John; 
3 Philip, and Bartholomew; Thomas, and Matthew-the-tax-collector; James-son-of-Alphaeus,
               and Thaddaeus; 4 Simon-the-Cananean; and Judas Iscariot, who betrayed him.

       

      

      

      Matthew offers no explanation for Jesus’ choice of these twelve men to share his mission
         of spreading the Good News of renewal and healing. While it’s natural for readers
         to suspect that the number twelve may have some symbolic significance, Matthew mentions
         none. The author of this Gospel may simply have set the number of disciples at twelve
         because earlier Gospel accounts had done so (see, e.g., Mk.4:14–19). Whatever Matthew’s
         reason for choosing it, the number certainly helps to make the narrative’s point that
         Jesus wanted to send out a sizable number of people to proclaim the Good News (see
         9:37–38). More important to Matthew than the number of disciples sent is the power
         with which Jesus sends them: the power to free people from their demons and relieve
         them of all ills [v.1b].
      

      
       Although Matthew’s list identifies twelve specific disciples [vv.2–4]—distinguishing
         one Simon from another, for example, and noting the different fathers of two men named
         John—he offers no brief biographies to flesh out their identities. Although we’ll
         read more about a few of them, we know nothing about most of them. Matthew’s point
         seems to be that real human beings with individual lives as different from one another
         as a fisherman and a tax collector were called by Jesus to do what he was doing; and
         they accepted the call. In other words, the author isn’t interested in telling stories
         about the disciples, but about what they were called to do. And, far from emphasizing
         their willingness or ability to accomplish the mission on which Jesus sends them,
         he ends his list with a startling example of their failure. He says Jesus asked a
         man to spread the Good News of repentance who, instead of turning to God, turned to
         betrayal.
      

      
      Instructions for Disciples [Mt.10:5–15]

      
      5 Jesus sent the twelve off with these instructions: “Don’t head to the Gentiles or
               into Samaritan cities. 6 Instead, go to the lost sheep of Israel. 7 Wherever you go, preach the Good News that, ‘The kingdom of heaven is close.’ 8 Heal the sick. Raise the dead. Cleanse lepers. Cast demons out. You received these
               as gifts, give them as gifts. 9 Don’t keep coins in your purse; don’t carry a travel bag. 
10 Don’t have a second shirt, or sandals, or a staff. Workers, however, deserve food.
               11 When you go to a city or town, find out who’s worth speaking to. Stay with them until
               you leave. 12 Greet their household with the blessing of peace. 
13 If the house is worth your witness, let your peace rest on it. If not, keep your
               peace. 14 If they reject or ignore your words, leave the house—or city—and dust off your feet.
               15 O yes, indeed, I tell you Sodom and Gomorrah will have it easier than that place
               on the day of judgment.”

       

      

      

      Matthew told us Jesus wanted his disciples to be as moved by the plight of their fellow
         Jews as he was (see 9:36b). Here he describes him telling them to look for those who,
         though invited by the Covenant to abide in God’s care, appear to be “lost sheep” [vv.5–6].
         When they found such people, their task was simple: they should tell them they were
         not lost, and that, in fact, God’s kingdom was very close to them [v.7]. The apostles
         should celebrate the renewal proclaimed by the Good News by freely sharing the blessings
         of healing they had experienced [v.8b].
      

      
       To cynics, Jesus’ commission may sound like a fool’s errand. If people had lost sight
         of the Covenant, how would news of an unseen kingdom help them rediscover it? And
         realists might wonder: was Jesus’ command to heal illnesses, raise the dead, and free
         people from demons—and, oh yes, to expect to be fed for one’s pains—truly all that
         was needed for this mission [vv.8a, 9–10]? Matthew describes Jesus addressing these
         worries: “Seek only willing listeners [v.11]; if you find an interested audience,
         relish the comfort of their enthusiastic reception [vv.12–13a]; if you meet resistance,
         don’t be anxious, but remain peaceful and then move on, not letting yourselves be
         burdened even by the dust of the place where you found no one ready to repent” [vv.13b–14].
      

      
       These instructions stress that the purpose of spreading the Good News is simply to
         invite people to hear it. No special equipment or special pleading is necessary. Here
         we see Jesus freeing his disciples from any need to judge the results of their efforts.
         That, after all, can be truly known only by God. They can therefore leave judgment
         to God [v.15].
      

      
      How Should Disciples Deal 
with Opposition? [Mt.10:16–23]
      

      
      16 To the disciples he’d commissioned, Jesus said, “Look, I’m sending you like sheep
               among wolves, so you must be as smart as snakes but as harmless as doves. 17 Be careful of others. They’ll turn you in to the community councils; they’ll thrash
               you in their synagogues. 18 They’ll haul you before governors—before kings!—because of me. This is your witness
               to them, even to the Gentiles. 19 When they arrest you, don’t worry about what to say or how to make your case. You’ll
               have the gift of what to say at the hour you need it. 20 You’re not the one speaking! Your Father’s Spirit is speaking in you. 21 Brother will give up brother to death; fathers, their children. Children will turn
               against parents to have them killed. 22 You’ll be hated by all because of my name. But if you persevere, you’ll be saved.
               23 When they persecute you in one place, flee to another. Listen to what I tell you:
               You won’t get around to all the places in Israel before the Son of Man comes.”

       

      

      

      Matthew lets us know that Jesus emphasized the dangers his disciples would face on
         their mission, stressing the need to watch out for trouble, but warning against combativeness
         [v.16]. We hear him tell them they should be prepared for the Good News to provoke
         not only resistance but punishment from Gentile authorities as well as Jewish officials
         [vv.17–18a]. But they should consider their humiliating treatment as a witness to
         their belief in Jesus’ teaching—even to the Gentiles [v.18b]. To hammer home the point
         that this mission depends on a willingness to testify to the truth, not a knack for
         making a good impression, Matthew says Jesus told the disciples not to fret about
         defending themselves or their message. Because the message was not their own but an
         announcement of the same Good News Jesus was inspired to proclaim in his actions and
         his words (see 3:13–15; 4:17), they should expect to be moved by the same Spirit that
         moved Jesus (see 3:16; 4:1) whenever they share his message [vv.19–20].
      

      
       The rest of Jesus’ preparation of the disciples may sound discouraging, for we hear
         him say their message will provoke betrayal and vindictiveness even between those
         whose earthly bonds seemed inviolable [v.21]; they’ll find hatred in all corners—no
         exceptions—because they proclaim Jesus’ teaching [v.22a]; they’ll be freed from all
         this acrimony only by persevering patiently [v.22b]. Good News? A concluding statement
         cited by Matthew notes that there was no timetable for the work of the disciples.
         They could keep traveling, recording neither success nor failure, until Jesus comes
         again—at a date unspecified. At that time, the disciples will still be busy proclaiming
         the Good News [v.23].
      

      
      Giving Witness in the Face 
of Opposition [Mt.10:24–31]
      

      
      24 Jesus continued to prepare his disciples for their mission: “A student isn’t superior
               to the teacher, nor a slave to the master. 25 It’s enough that a student be like the teacher, the slave like the master. Now, if they call the head of a house ‘Beelzebul,’ they’ll certainly
               call household members the same. 26 So, don’t be afraid of them. There’s nothing concealed that won’t be revealed. 27 What I tell you in the dark, talk about in the light; what I speak in your ear, proclaim
               from the housetops. 28 And don’t be afraid of those who can kill the body, but can’t kill the soul. Instead,
               fear the one who can let both body and soul come to nothing in the eternally consuming
               fires of Gehenna. 29 Aren’t two sparrows priced at a penny? Yet, not one falls dead without the Father.
               30 Even your hair follicles are accounted for. 31 So, don’t be afraid. You’re worth much more than sparrows.”

       

      

      

      After describing some of the difficulties the disciples will face as they present
         the Good News to a skeptical world, here Matthew says Jesus reminded the disciples
         of the resistance and ridicule he himself had encountered—even being called the embodiment
         of evil (see 9:34). Because he didn’t fear such a response, neither should they [vv.24–26a].
         Their task was the simple and straightforward business of proclaiming, as he did,
         the Good News of repentance and renewal. There’s no hidden or secret message that
         their hearers will have to puzzle out for themselves. The disciples have shared private
         conversations with Jesus as well as hearing him teach various crowds. Matthew says
         Jesus warns them not to treat what they have been hearing and seeing as hints about
         a mysterious secret. Speak plainly and openly, says Jesus [vv.26b–27].
      

      
       Next, Matthew says Jesus spoke of the source of the disciples’ ability to spread
         the Good News without fear: their trust in God’s care. Earthly forces can—and, one
         day, will—end our earthly life. But only God can fulfill his plan to bring us, body
         and soul, to eternal life. Jesus’ disciples can proclaim their belief in the divine
         plan wholeheartedly and without fear. Or, lacking any trust in the plan, they can
         reject it and the life it promises—a choice Jesus portrays as a complete rejection
         of God’s hopes that will result in Gehenna, an eternal blaze of regret [v.28]. This
         is clearly a poor choice, says Jesus, especially since God is such an attentive creator
         and parent. Matthew depicts Jesus making a kind of joke about the obvious nature of
         the choice the disciples must make between accepting God’s care or refusing it. If
         God is concerned about all life, including their hair, might that not suggest God
         has a special fondness for them [vv.29–31]?
      

      
      Choose to Trust—as Jesus Does [Mt.10:32–42]

      
      32 Jesus continued to instruct the disciples he’d commissioned. “If you speak for me
               to others, I’ll speak for you to my Father in heaven. 33 If you disown me before others, I’ll disown you before my Father in heaven. 34 Don’t suppose I’ve come to bring peace on earth—no, not peace, but a sword. 35 I’ve come to make a clear distinction. [As the Book of the Prophet Micah says:] ‘Son
               against father; daughter against mother; daughter-in-law against mother-in-law. 36 Your adversary will be in your own household!’ [Mi.7:6]. 37 If you love your father or mother more than me, you’re not mine. If you love son
               or daughter more than me, you’re not with me. 38 If you don’t pick up your cross and follow me, you’re not with me. 39 If you find your own way in life, you’ll lose your way and your life. If you let
               go of your life for me, you’ll find it. 40 If they accept you, they accept me. Accepting me is accepting the one who sent me.
               41 If people receive a prophet as a prophet, they’re rewarded with a prophet! If they
               welcome a righteous one as a righteous one, they’ve embraced a righteous one! 42 If they give a drink of cool water to anyone in this humble crowd of disciples, listen,
               I’m telling you they’ll be rewarded.”

       

      

      

      Matthew stresses that the disciples were asked to speak directly for Jesus [v.32a].
         If they spoke as instructed, we’re told, Jesus would boast about them to the Father
         [v.32b] but, if they embraced some other message, they would abandon the divine conversation
         [v.33]. We hear Jesus tell the disciples he wants the children of God [see 10:6] to
         face a clear but unsettling choice [v.34]. Matthew says Jesus cited the Book of the
         Prophet Micah to depict the power of selfishness to pull apart the closest human bonds
         [vv.35–36], then stated the choice: we can pride ourselves on knowing which relationships
         are important to us, or we can turn away from pride and, like Jesus, turn to God to
         learn about the relationship he wants to have with us [v.37]. We hear that embracing
         God’s will, not our own, is a burden—but that it’s the only burden worth bearing [v.38].
      

      
       Matthew says the instruction continued with a warning that those who insisted on
         shaping their lives for themselves would get thoroughly lost. Then we hear the promise
         that life would be found by letting it go—just as Jesus does [v.39]. The disciples
         were again reminded that they were truly “apostles”—they’d been “commissioned” with
         Jesus’ full authority. Perhaps because the point might not seem clear, Matthew’s description
         emphasizes that this authority is the very power of God [v.40]. This point, though
         stunning, is also obvious: if you welcome a prophet, whom have you accepted? A prophet!
         If you accept the promise of God to be with you, what have you accepted but God [v.41]?
         How blessed is the person who treats a bearer of this Good News kindly [v.42].
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      Praise for John the Baptist’s Call 
to Wait and Watch [Mt.11:1–11]
      

      
      1 After instructing the twelve disciples, Jesus traveled to teach and preach. 
2 Meanwhile, John was in prison where he heard about the works of “the Christ.” He
               sent disciples. 3 And they asked, “Are you the one who is to come, or should we wait for another?”
               4 Jesus said, “Report to John what you hear and see. 5 The blind receive sight, paralytics walk, lepers are made clean, the deaf hear, the
               dead are raised, the poor hear the Good News. 6 How blest is the one who is not tripped up by my message.” 7 As the Baptist’s disciples left, Jesus asked the crowds about John. “What did you
               go out to the wilderness to see—grass in the wind? 8 What—to see someone in fine clothing? The finely dressed live in houses of kings.
               9 What—to see a prophet? Yes. And I say, more than a prophet. 10 It’s about him that scripture says: ‘Look, I send my messenger ahead of you to prepare
               the way before you’ [see Ex.23:20]. 11 O yes, indeed, I’m telling you, no one born up to now has been more important than
               John the Baptist. But the least important in the kingdom of heaven is greater than
               he.”

       

      

      

      Matthew says Jesus himself continued the work he’d just sent his disciples to share
         [v.1]—work described as urgent (see 9:37–38). He says Jesus’ work prompted John the
         Baptist to ask whether this was the work of “the Christ” [vv.2–3], the work of the
         one “anointed” to fulfill God’s promises (see Is.34–35). We might see this question
         as John’s way of letting his disciples learn from Jesus—asking, perhaps, “Some disagree
         with our teacher, John, about what ‘the Christ’ will do; what do you say?” Matthew
         says Jesus told John’s disciples to notice that his actions were like the actions
         described in the Book of the Prophet Isaiah’s depiction of God’s work of salvation
         (see especially Is.35:5–6)—the work of care and love promised in the Covenant [vv.4–5].
         What delightful news (for those who don’t resist it) [v.6]. According to Matthew,
         Jesus then asked the crowd about their expectations. For instance, they surely hadn’t
         traveled into the wilderness to watch grass blow in the wind [v.7]. What, then, had
         they hoped to find when they went to listen to John? We hear Jesus say that, if their
         search was for a voice that proclaimed God’s truth—the voice of a prophet—their expectations
         had been more than met. They were exceeded [vv.8–9]. The Book of Exodus and other
         parts of scripture describe God saying: “Watch! I’m hard at work preparing what’s
         been promised. Wait for it.” John added his voice to that call [v.10]. But then we
         hear Jesus point out that proclaiming and expecting God’s kingdom pales in importance
         when compared to the act of accepting it [v.11]. Below, the implicit criticism in
         this remark is brought out clearly as Jesus continues to speak.
      

      
      Waiting and Watching Is Over; Turn 
to the Good News Now [Mt.11:11–19]
      

      
      11 [Jesus was speaking to the crowd about John the Baptist:] “O yes, indeed, I’m telling
               you, no one born up to now has been more important than John the Baptist. But the
               least important in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he. 
12 From the days of John the Baptist, up to now, the kingdom of heaven is being overpowered—with
               the powerful seeming to overwhelm it. 13 But, up to John, all the prophets and the Law spoke out the truth. 14 If you’re willing to hear it, hear this: He’s Elijah. He’s the one who comes before
               the day of the Lord [see Mal.3:23]. 15 If you have ears, hear. 16 To what shall I compare this generation? You’re like children sitting around in marketplaces
               complaining to others: 17 ‘We played the flute for you, but you didn’t dance. We sang a sad song but you didn’t
               break down and cry.’ 18 John arrived abstaining from food and drink, and they say, ‘A demon has him.’ 19 The Son of Man arrives eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Look! A glutton! A wine-drinking
               friend of tax collectors and sinners!’ Well, wisdom is proven in works.”

       

      

      

      Matthew just described Jesus praising John the Baptist. Here he portrays him criticizing
         people’s reaction to John’s message. Jesus tells them that John was important because
         he announced God’s kingdom, but that accepting the kingdom is more important than
         announcing it [v.11]. He points out, however, that the kingdom is not being accepted.
         In fact, from the time John began to point out Jesus’ arrival, it’s been violently
         resisted by some powerful people [v.12]. We hear Jesus say, “The prophets spoke truly
         when they assured people that God would fulfill the divine promise—and even send another
         prophet like Elijah (yes, John the Baptist!)—to move hearts to turn to God [vv.13–14].
         To understand this simple truth, all you need is ears” [v.15].
      

      
       But people aren’t listening. According to Matthew, Jesus compared his listeners to
         cranky children who, when they can’t persuade anyone to play their games, blame their
         failure on playmates [vv.16–17]. This is the sort of closed-mindedness Jesus finds
         in the crowd’s reaction to the Baptist and himself. The comment about John having
         a demon suggests that some people interpreted John’s passion for proclaiming repentance
         as a maniacal obsession, and therefore felt free to ignore his call to repent [v.18].
         The remark about Jesus’ drunkenness suggests that some people felt free to ignore
         his teaching about repentance and forgiveness because he socialized with those who
         needed to repent and find forgiveness [v.19a]! The final comment is an appeal to patience,
         and a warning against quick judgments. Jesus says it’s not wise to judge actions until
         one is sure what the outcome of those actions will be [v.19b].
      

      
      How to Receive the Good News Now [Mt.11:20–30]

      
      20 After challenging his listeners’ resistance, Jesus began to scold the cities where
               he’d done most of his powerful works, but where the inhabitants had refused to repent.
               21 “How woeful will you be, Chorazin [just north of Capernaum], and how sorry you, Bethsaida
               [just east of Chorazin]. If the miracles performed in you had been performed in the
               pagan territory of Tyre and Sidon, they’d have repented in sackcloth and ashes. 22 So, I say it will be easier for the Tyre and Sidon territory on the day of judgment
               than for you. 23 Now you, Capernaum! Recall Isaiah’s words about a pagan kingdom’s fall: ‘Are you
               raised to heaven? No, you’re brought down to the world of nothing’ [Is.14:14–15].
               24 So, I say it will be easier for Sodom on judgment day than for you.” 25 Jesus had the impulse to pray: “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth. You
               hid these things from the wise and clever, and revealed them to babies. 26 Yes, Father; this is what you wanted.” 27 Then he said, “All these things the Father gives to me. No one knows the Son as the
               Father does. And no one knows the Father as well as I—and those I share him with.
               28 All who are weary and burdened, come to me. I’ll give you rest. 29 Take my yoke as yours. Learn from me, lowly and humble-hearted. Take it easy. 30 My yoke is easy! My burden’s light!”

       

      

      

      Matthew’s description of Jesus’ frustration with people’s failure to accept the Good
         News is presented not as a complaint but as one more appeal to reflect on the need
         to repent. Jesus is pictured lamenting that if Gentiles to the north had heard and
         seen what his fellow Jews had witnessed (see 11:5), they’d have turned to God [v.21]
         (without even knowing the Covenant). When choices are judged by God, who will be happier,
         Bethsaida and Chorazin, or Tyre and Sidon [v.22]? And what about Capernaum, Jesus’
         home base? Despite his teaching and healing there, its people seem not to have considered
         the possibility that they are sinners who need mending and repentance. Compared to
         Capernaum, Sodom will seem penitent [vv.23–24].
      

      
       Jesus’ prayer, as Matthew relates it, accepted and rejoiced in God’s way of revealing
         the Covenant: the Good News of healing and forgiveness would become obvious, or be
         “revealed,” to those who recognized their need for it. Those who thought they were
         wise enough to care for themselves, and were determined never to be needy, would think
         an invitation to notice their poverty [see 5:3] was nonsense. But, we hear Jesus say
         God’s deepest desire was that we accept our need for him [vv.25–26]. We also hear
         Jesus telling his listeners that the Father had given him the power to share God’s
         own desire, and that he now wanted to share that power with others [v.27]. Matthew
         here describes Jesus suggesting that we drop our foolish fantasies (“O, if only .
         . .”) and take on the burden he carries—the hardship of turning to God’s desires rather
         than our own [vv.28–30].
      

      
      
   
      

      Despite More Healing, Jesus 
Meets More Resistance
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      What Is Sin—What Is Service? [Mt.12:1–14]

      
      1 [After the disciples returned from their mission (see 10:5ff.),] Jesus was walking
               with them through a grain field on the Sabbath. The hungry disciples picked and ate
               kernels. 2 Some Pharisees saw this: “Look; your disciples do what’s unlawful on the Sabbath.”
               3 He said, “Haven’t you read what David did when he and his followers were hungry?
               4 Didn’t he enter the house of God and eat the offering bread reserved for priests?
               5 You know the law that allows Temple priests to break the Sabbath without sin. 6 Well, I tell you something greater than the Temple is here. 7 If you understood, ‘I want mercy, not sacrifice,’ you wouldn’t accuse innocents.
               8 The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.” 9 Moving on, he entered a synagogue. 10 Imagine, a man with a withered hand was there. Some Pharisees there, looking for
               a way to make an accusation, asked, “Can one heal on the Sabbath?” 11 He said, “Who here, whose sheep falls into a pit on the Sabbath, won’t lift it out?
               12 A human is more important than a sheep, and therefore worthy of a good deed on the
               Sabbath. 13 Open your hand,” he said to the man. He opened it fully. It was as fit as the other.
               14 The Pharisees left to plan a way to destroy him.

       

      

      

      Matthew’s previous description of an encounter with the Pharisees emphasized that
         group’s strict observance of the Law (see 9:10–11). Here, Jesus is depicted again
         pointing out the danger of interpreting the Law narrowly [vv.1–8]. Didn’t David’s
         need to eat outweigh the need for strict observance of a ritual [vv.3–4]? Don’t priests,
         who serve the people’s need to worship, break the Sabbath rule in order to serve [v.5]?
         When Matthew says Jesus noted the presence of “something greater” than the temple
         [v.6], we’re reminded that worship has no value in itself. God has no use for it.
         But we must share it regularly to remind ourselves to turn to God. In worship, our
         confession of sinfulness and recognition of neediness should lead us to be patient
         with one another [v.7]—just as God is patient and merciful with us (see Hos.6:6).
         This teaching of the Son of Man, Jesus, trumps the Pharisees’ strict teaching about
         the Sabbath [v.8].
      

      
       Continuing to emphasize the foolishness of trying to find fault in others, Matthew
         presents another group of nosy Pharisees anxious to catch Jesus disregarding the Law
         [vv.9–10]. As he recounts Jesus’ response to their machinations, we’re likely to laugh
         at their ineptitude. How narrow minded they seem to be. Surely they see that concern
         for one another is more important than concern for the rules [vv.11–12]. But Matthew
         reports that Jesus’ concern for the man with the crooked hand didn’t touch the hearts
         of this group of complaining Pharisees. Instead, they wondered how they might silence
         him permanently [vv.13–14].
      

      
      God’s Work Is Healing [Mt.12:15–29]

      
      15 Jesus, knowing the Pharisees wanted to harm him, moved on. [Wherever he went,] crowds
               were attracted to him. He healed them all. 16 But he told them not to talk about him. 17 From this we can see how fully Isaiah spoke the truth: 
18 “Look: my chosen servant, my beloved in whom my soul delights. I’ll place my Spirit
               upon him, and he’ll proclaim justice to all. 19 He won’t argue or raise his voice. They won’t hear his voice in the streets. 20 He won’t break a bent stalk or snuff a guttering wick as he makes justice triumph.
               21 In his name all will have hope” [Is.42:1–4]. 22 They brought to him a bedeviled man, blind and mute. He healed him. The man spoke
               and saw. 23 Everybody was amazed. They wondered, “Can this be the son of David?” 24 But when the Pharisees heard about this, they said, “He casts out demons by Beelzebul,
               the ruler of demons.” 25 Jesus saw their thoughts. He said, “A divided kingdom, like a split household, falls.
               26 If Satan casts out Satan, he opposes himself. How could his kingdom stand? 27 I banish demons by Beelzebul? Measure your accusations against the ways of your own
               exorcists. 28 But, if I banish demons through God’s Spirit, then the kingdom of God is here. 29 (Can you burgle a strong man’s house without binding him before stealing?)”

       

      

      

      Here Matthew tells us Jesus moved away from some threatening Pharisees (see above,
         v.14). Then, moving around Galilee, he asked those whom he healed not to speak of
         him [vv.15–16]. Matthew explains Jesus’ request by citing Isaiah’s description of
         God fulfilling his plans (for all people) quietly and gently [vv.17–21], not with
         noisy, attention-getting fanfare (see 5:5). But Matthew says that, when Jesus freed
         a bedeviled man’s eyes and tongue, people wondered if he might fulfill their dreams
         of an earthly king who would be as powerful as King David [vv.22–23]. Matthew says
         some Pharisees whom Jesus had encountered on his travels were quick to discourage
         people from expressing any political hopes: “He’s the son of a Demon, not of David”
         [v.24]. We hear Jesus point out that his consistent message of freeing people from
         bedevilment could be the devil’s message only if the devil wanted to overthrow himself—an
         image designed to provoke laughter. Matthew adds more bite to the humor when he says
         Jesus asked, in effect, “Is that how people in your group cast out demons?” [vv.25–27].
         Matthew then depicts Jesus repeating the Good News he’s been announcing from the beginning
         (see 4:17): for those willing to accept it, the kingdom is here. According to Matthew,
         Jesus said proof that God’s kingdom was indeed present and effective now could be
         seen in his power to enter where the devil had taken up abode, and evict that trespasser
         [v.28]. He says Jesus also asked the Pharisees listening to him to consider another
         proof of God’s power at work now: Whom did they think had been overcome when demons
         disappeared after his exorcisms [v.29]?
      

      
      Accepting and Rejecting God’s Spirit [Mt.12:30–37]

      
      30 Jesus continued addressing the Pharisees who had accused him of working with Satan:
               “Anyone not with me is against me. You join me, or you drift away. 
31 So, listen to this: you can be forgiven for every sin and blasphemy, but not blasphemy
               against the Spirit. 32 If you speak against the Son of Man, you can be forgiven. But speaking against the
               Holy Spirit won’t be forgiven either in this world or in the world to come. 33 Grow a good tree; get good fruit. Grow a damaged one; get bad fruit. The crop tells
               all. 34 Snake spawn! If you’re evil, how can your words be good? The mouth reveals whatever
               the heart harbors. 35 A good person brings good things from their good supply. An evil one brings evil.
               
36 Listen: every brash word must be accounted for on judgment day. 37 By your words you’ll be judged righteous, or be condemned.”

       

      

      

      Matthew describes Jesus presenting a choice with life-giving or life-threatening consequences.
         The Pharisees and others can turn to God for healing and divine nourishment as he
         does (see especially 4:2–10), or they can lose themselves in a fruitless search for
         some other source of satisfaction [v.30]. Matthew has portrayed Jesus as someone who
         allowed himself to be guided by God’s own Spirit (see 3:16; 10:20; 12:18, 28). To
         blaspheme against God’s Spirit means to deny the possibility that God can share himself.
         If you reject God’s offer of an intimate covenant, and if you continue to choose not
         to be related to God, you can’t be forgiven for your choice because you aren’t asking
         for forgiveness. You’re not seeking to reenter a relationship you’ve chosen to despise.
         If you disagree with Jesus as the Pharisees do here, or if you’re as slow to believe
         him as were the disciples (see 8:25–26), you can repent and be forgiven. But if you
         take no interest at all in believing, you’ve reached a dead end [vv.31–32].
      

      
       Then we see Jesus accusing the Pharisees of deliberately encouraging this deadly
         choice of disbelief. As Matthew describes him, he seems deeply distressed and shocked
         that these men, who dedicated themselves to studying the Law and explaining the Covenant,
         would oppose his teaching of repentance, forgiveness, and healing—teachings that are
         part of the Covenant! By opposing them, they oppose the work of the divine Spirit.
         Matthew says Jesus used five succinct images to describe their teaching as useless—even
         dangerous. They’re like damaged trees, poisonous snakes, false-hearted talkers, purveyors
         of damaged goods, and peddlers of twisted truths [vv.33–37]. Their message certainly
         can’t be construed as Good News.
      

      
      The Signs of Believing Are Repentance 
and Reconciliation [Mt.12:38–50]
      

      
      38 Next, some scribes and Pharisees in the crowd said, “Teacher, we need a sign.” 39 Jesus said, “You seek signs as an evil, unfaithful generation. You’ll get only the
               sign of Jonah. 40 As Jonah was three days and nights in the monster’s belly, the Son of Man will be
               three days and nights in the ground. 41 At the judgment, all Nineveh will stand in reproach of this generation. They repented
               in response to Jonah’s teaching. A greater one than Jonah is here. 42 At judgment, the queen of the south will rise in reproach of this generation. She
               traveled far to listen to Solomon’s wisdom. Imagine, greater than Solomon is here!
               43 When a sick spirit leaves you, it looks in the wasteland for rest, and finds none.
               44 It says, ‘I’ll go back where I was.’ But, coming back, it finds nothing but tidiness.
               45 It seeks seven worse spirits. They come, settle in, and create a worse situation
               than before. That’s this evil generation.” 46 As he taught, his mother and brothers stood to the side hoping to speak with him.
               47 Someone said, “Look, your mother and brothers are waiting to speak with you.” 48 “Who is my mother,” he answered; “who’s my brother?” 49 He pointed to his disciples: “Behold my mother and brothers. 50 Whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my mother, brother, and sister.”

       

      

      

      Matthew depicts Jesus reproaching scribes (official interpreters of scripture) and
         Pharisees (pious students of the Law) for demanding a sign to affirm what should have
         been obvious: his teaching about repentance and healing was firmly based on scripture
         and the Law. They would have known how the Book of Jonah described God’s desire to
         call Nineveh to repentance—a desire so powerful that Jonah, his messenger, fulfilled
         his mission even after apparently being swallowed up in death. And they’d have known
         the story of the Queen of Sheba giving up her doubts about God’s gift of wisdom after
         listening to Solomon (see 1 Kgs.10:1–10). Matthew says Jesus warned these teachers
         that, if they refused to turn away from their assumptions and prejudices, if they
         didn’t follow the example of Nineveh and the queen of the south, they’d be stuck forever
         with the selfish limits they’d set for themselves [vv.40–42].
      

      
       Matthew tells us Jesus attributed their lack of openness to smugness, noting that
         those who prided themselves on being free from sinful delusions, who felt no need
         to keep hearing the call to repentance, paradoxically opened themselves to more and
         worse delusions [vv.43–45]. One potent delusion is to presume we know how to judge
         relationships. The Covenant says all relationships depend on accepting our relationship
         with God. Here, as Matthew describes Jesus’ teaching being interrupted by someone
         appealing to him to attend to his relatives, we hear once more (see 10:37) a challenge
         to rethink one of our most cherished assumptions: our notion about family bonds [vv.46–50].
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 13

      Back in Capernaum, Jesus Keeps Talking about Accepting 
God’s Word
      

      
         
         13

         
         
         
      

      
      A Parable about a Richly 
Rewarding Idea [Mt.13:1–15]
      

      
      1 Once, back in Capernaum, Jesus left the house and sat by the sea. 2 So many people came up that he boarded a boat to sit as the crowd stood on shore.
               3 He told many parables. He said, “Imagine a sower sowing seeds. 4 Some sown seed fell on the path and birds ate it. 5 Some fell on rocky, thin soil. It sprouted quickly because it had no depth. 6 The sun rose high and scorched it, and it withered without roots. 7 Some others fell among thorns that choked it as it grew. 8 Still others fell on good soil, grew, and yielded grain—here a hundred, there sixty,
               there thirty. 9 Do you have ears? Listen.” 10 The disciples came up to ask why he taught in parables. 11 “All the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven have been given to you, but not to them.
               12 If you already have, you’ll get much more. If you don’t have, you’ll lose even that.
               13 I speak in parables because seeing, they don’t see; hearing, they don’t hear or grasp. 14 In them, Isaiah’s saying comes true: ‘You hear, but don’t take it in; see, but don’t
               notice. 15 Their hearts are cold; their ears and eyes closed. Otherwise, they’d see, hear, be
               moved at heart, and turn to me—and I’d heal them’ [Is.6:9–10].”

       

      

      

      Matthew has said Jesus spoke of Capernaum’s hardness of heart (see 11:23), and was
         threatened by Pharisees there (see 12:14–15). Here he describes him back in Capernaum
         teaching without fear, and telling the citizenry a story about the ability of a single
         seed to produce, in the right circumstances, unpredictably rich results [vv.1–8].
         Then we hear a note of uncertainty: are the hearers touched by the story of surprising
         abundance [v.9]?
      

      
       The disciples’ question that Matthew relates to us suggests they weren’t sure of
         Jesus’ point [v.10]. Because Matthew reported a previous moment of their bewilderment
         (see 8:25–26), it’s possible to hear Jesus’ response to them as a bit of irony: “Surely
         you understand all mysteries” [v.11]. Then Matthew says Jesus pointed out the connection
         between hardness of hearing and hardness of heart. All his listeners, including the
         disciples, had received countless reminders from his teaching and the teachings of
         scripture about God’s abundant love and mercy. If they’d truly embraced those teachings,
         they’d have sought and found more and more examples of them; but if they’ve never
         truly taken in these teachings, what little they’ve learned will dry up [v.12]. Matthew
         says Jesus told his disciples they should hear again the warning Isaiah delivered—the
         warning Jesus gave when he taught on the mountain (see 7:26)—“Hear God’s promise of
         healing, and respond to it with your whole being” [vv.13–15].
      

      
      Jesus Explains One Parable 
and Tells Another [Mt.13:16–30]
      

      
      16 [With the crowd still there,] Jesus told his disciples, “You’re fortunate if your
               eyes see and your ears hear. 17 O, yes, indeed, I tell you many prophets and righteous people wanted to see what
               you see, but didn’t; wanted to hear what you hear, but didn’t. 18 Now listen to the parable of the sower. 19 If someone gets word of the kingdom but doesn’t take it in, the evil one keeps it
               from the heart. That’s the seed on the path. 20 The seed on rocky soil is one who suddenly delights in the word, 21 but, with no strong attachment, drops it as soon as the word brings insults or suffering.
               22 Seed sown in thorns is like listening to the word but letting worldly concern and
               money worries distract you. 23 Sown-on-good-soil is hearing the word, taking it in, and bearing fruit with hundreds
               of grains, or sixty, or thirty.” 24 He offered another parable. “The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed good seed
               in his field. 25 While everybody slept, enemies sowed weeds in the field, then left. 26 When the grain stalks sprouted and grew, so did the weeds. 27 The man’s servants said, ‘Master, didn’t you sow good seed? Where’d the weeds come
               from?’ 28 ‘An enemy did this,’ he said. They said, ‘Shall we pull the weeds out?’ 29 ‘No,’ he said. ‘You might uproot the grain with the weeds. 30 Let them grow together until harvest. I’ll tell the harvesters to bundle the weeds
               for burning but gather the grain into my barn.’”

       

      

      

      Earlier, Matthew described Jesus saying that those who crave God’s goodness are blessed
         to have that longing (see 5:6). Here, he says Jesus answered his disciples’ question
         about telling stories—parables (see 13:10)—by saying that his stories are a perfect
         expression of his trust that God does indeed satisfy our deepest longing; and his
         disciples are, in turn, blessed if they share that longing with him [vv.16–17]. Matthew
         says Jesus then offered the disciples another chance to savor his story [v.18]. He
         invites them to compare sown seed with God’s word and to consider the possibility
         that, when nothing interferes with the divine word, it is immensely productive [vv.19–23].
      

      
       Despite the breathtaking nature of Jesus’ claims—that his teaching and his example
         of trust in God were what the prophets and their followers had longed to hear, and
         that taking in God’s word was more fulfilling than any other activity—Matthew moves
         on without comment to describe Jesus telling another story, about a landowner who
         was confident that the seed he’d planted would survive, despite weeds that had been
         maliciously introduced, and who thought the weeds themselves would make a fine fire
         [vv.24–30].
      

      
       Below, Matthew will tell us that the disciples required an explanation of this parable
         too (see 13:36). But here he says nothing about the reaction in the audience. He simply
         goes on to report that Jesus told still more stories.
      

      
      Jesus Teaches That the Kingdom Will 
Come Slowly, but Surely [Mt.13:31–43]
      

      
      31 Jesus gave them all another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed.
               32 It’s smaller than other seeds, but it grows bigger than other plants, becoming such
               a large bush that birds can nest in it.” 33 He offered another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like leaven a woman puts in
               three measures of flour—and it was all leavened!” 34 Jesus said all this to the crowd in parables. He didn’t speak without parables. 35 This showed how fully a prophet spoke the truth: “I’ll open my mouth in parables.
               I’ll shout things hidden from the beginning” [Ps.78:2]. 36 He left the crowds and went into the house. His disciples came up and said, “Explain
               the parable of the weeds in the field to us.” 37 “The one sowing good seed is the Son of Man,” he said. 38 “The field: the world; good seed: the kingdom’s children; weeds: children of evil.
               39 The enemy who sowed weeds: the devil; the harvest is the end of the age; the reapers
               are the angels. 
40 Just as weeds are gathered for burning, so it will be at the end of the age. 
41 The Son of Man will send angels to take from his kingdom tempters and sinners. 42 They’ll throw them in the flaming furnace where they’ll weep and gnash their teeth.
               43 The righteous will shine like the sun in their father’s kingdom. Do you have ears?
               Hear!”

       

      

      

      Matthew says Jesus followed the parable about the weeds (just above) with two other
         illustrative stories: the kingdom may be as easily overlooked or underestimated as
         a minuscule seed until it comes to full, astounding flower [vv.31–32]; and, like a
         pinch of yeast, the kingdom will eventually transform what seems to hide it [v.33].
         Matthew says Jesus taught about the paradoxical working of God’s kingdom by telling
         many graphic stories [v.34]—stories meant to reveal what may have seemed mysterious
         up to then [v.35].
      

      
       Despite the fact that Jesus’ stories seem plain enough for a child to understand,
         and though his withdrawing from the crowd might suggest he was tired, Matthew tells
         us the disciples again pestered him for an interpretation [v.36]. Like a patient teacher,
         Jesus gave one.
      

      
       It’s tempting to imagine Matthew winking at his readers as the interpretation unfolds—as
         if he’s saying, “You’re picking this up faster than the disciples, aren’t you?” But
         Jesus’ stories aren’t riddles that, once solved, are meant to provoke a satisfying
         “Aha—got it!” Quite the opposite; they’re meant to surprise us with what we might
         prefer to ignore. Here, Matthew makes sure we overhear Jesus telling his disciples
         that evil will keep flourishing as vigorously as good until the Son of Man, like a
         smart farmer, realizes the growing process is over [vv.37–41]. Our only task, if we
         want to enter the kingdom, is to hear Jesus’ teaching: Repent; turn to God’s kingdom!
         If we turn elsewhere, our regret will be expressed with unending tears and grimaces
         [v.42]. If we take Jesus’ words to heart, we will be transformed into the likeness
         of God [v.43].
      

      
      Jesus Advises Choosing the 
Kingdom Now [Mt.13:44–58]
      

      
      44 Jesus told his disciples another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure
               buried in a field that someone discovers, reburies, and then happily sells all to
               buy that field. 45 Again, the kingdom of heaven’s like a merchant hunting for fine pearls. 46 He finds one spectacular pearl and sells everything to buy it. 
47 Again, the kingdom’s like a net cast in the lake taking up all sorts of fish. 
48 When it’s filled and hauled in, they put good fish in crates and throw out the bad.
               49 Just so, at the end of the age, angels will separate the evil from the righteous.
               
50 They’ll throw them in the flaming furnace where they’ll weep and grind their teeth.
               51 Do you understand all this?” “Yes,” they said. 52 “So, every scribe who is a disciple of the kingdom of heaven is like a householder
               who can offer both old and new.” 53 When he finished these parables, he left. 54 He went to his hometown. His teaching in their synagogue so amazed them they said,
               “Where’d this one get such wisdom and miraculous power? 55 Isn’t this the carpenter’s son? Isn’t his mother called Mary; his brothers named
               James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas? 56 And aren’t his sisters with us? Where did he get all this?” 57 They were put off. But he said, “Nowhere is a prophet disparaged but at home.” 58 He didn’t do much powerful work there because they didn’t believe.

       

      

      

      We can picture Matthew’s presentation of these parables as a review session for both
         the disciples and us. Do we grasp Jesus’ point that the kingdom he’s been proclaiming
         from the beginning is indeed at hand (see 4:17), and that now is the time to turn
         away from all other choices—to “sell all”—and to accept the kingdom [vv.44–46]? And
         do we understand that the choice we make will have everlasting consequences, even
         though it’s easy in this present age to ignore the difference between what’s right
         for us and what’s wrong for us [vv.47–50]? Matthew tells us that, if our answer is
         yes [v.51], we’ll feel as confident as well-stocked homeowners who know they can satisfy
         their guests with everything from old-fashioned comfort foods to the latest pièce
         de résistance [v.52]—that is, they’ll be very flexible and competent teachers (scribes).
      

      
       Matthew then changes the scene, altering the mood from reflective to confrontational
         [vv.53–54]. He tells us that Jesus’ old neighbors in the town where he grew up thought
         they knew all about him. They knew his father’s trade, his mother’s name (plus personal
         history and reputation?), and the identity of all his relatives. They were sure there
         was some deception or trick behind his confident words and his reputation for powerful
         deeds [vv.55–56]. The only way they found to make him feel at home, as Matthew describes
         it, was to boast how they knew him in the old days. Apparently they felt they had
         nothing new to learn from or about him. Matthew says their denial of his message prevented
         it from bringing them any good [vv.57–58].
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 14

      After a Flashback, Matthew Describes More Traveling 
and Powerful Work
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      An Example of Lack of Faith; 
Jesus’ Belief [Mt.14:1–21]
      

      
      1 Around the time of Jesus’ visit home [see 13:54], Herod the tetrarch heard about
               him. 2 “This is John the Baptist,” he said. “Raised from death, he can now do wonders.”
               3 Herod had imprisoned John because of Herodias, wife of his brother, Philip. 4 For John had said, “It’s not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.” 5 He wanted to kill John, but he feared the crowd’s reverence of him as a prophet.
               6 Then, at Herod’s birthday feast, Herodias’ daughter pleased everyone with a dance.
               7 In his delight, Herod swore on his honor to give her anything she asked for. 8 Prodded by her mother, she said, “Give me John the Baptist’s head on a plate.” 9 He was chagrined, but, because of promising in front of guests, he gave the order.
               10 He had John beheaded in prison. 11 The head was borne in on a plate and given to the girl, who gave it to her mother.
               12 John’s body was buried by his disciples, who gave the news to Jesus. 13 When Jesus heard, he headed by boat to a quiet place to be alone. But crowds found
               out and pursued him on foot from several towns. 14 Landing, he was moved with pity by sight of this throng and he healed their sick.
               15 Evening came, and so did the disciples. They said, “This is the middle of nowhere,
               and the hour’s late. Let the crowds go to nearby villages to buy food.” 16 He said, “They don’t have to leave; you feed them.” 17 “But all we’ve got,” they said, “are five loaves and two fish.” 18 “Bring those to me,” he said. 19 He told the crowds to settle on the grass. He took the loaves and fish. He looked
               to heaven. He blessed them, broke them, and gave them to the disciples for the crowds.
               20 They ate, were satisfied, and gathered up twelve baskets of leftovers. 21 About five thousand ate—not counting women and children.

       

      

      

      With a mention of Herod, Matthew lets us know that, in addition to Jesus’ old neighbors
         (see 13:57) and the scribes and Pharisees (see 12:39), the civil authority was also
         keeping a wary eye on him [vv.1–2]. Then, in a flashback about Herod’s jittery determination
         to curry favor with the masses and save face with friends, Matthew shows how our petty
         but potent anxieties can lead to dreadful decisions [vv.3–12]. Matthew says Jesus
         went off by himself “when he heard” [v.13a], leaving the reader to wonder whether
         this refers to news of Herod hearing about him, or to news of the Baptist’s murder.
         The point is that Jesus reacted to some news about Herod by seeking solitude. (We’ll
         read below what Jesus wanted to do in his solitude—see 14:23.)
      

      
       Although Jesus’ search for solitude is thwarted by others’ pressing needs [v.13b],
         Matthew says Jesus was moved by those needs, not put off by them [v.14] (unlike the
         disciples who, arriving on the scene, see the needs as a nuisance [v.15] and are baffled
         by Jesus’ suggestions for responding to them [vv.16–17]). Jesus then turns to God
         with complete faith in his divine care (see Ps.8:5; 144:3); he acknowledges that bread
         and fish are God’s blessings; and he then shares those blessings [v.19]. According
         to Matthew, because of Jesus’ act of faith in the Father, the needs of thousands were
         satisfied [vv.20–21].
      

      
      Do People Trust in God’s Power? [Mt.14:22–36]

      
      22 After feeding the five thousand, Jesus told the disciples to cross the lake while
               he saw the crowd off. 23 When the crowd left, he climbed the mountain alone to pray. That evening, he was
               alone. 24 By then, the disciples’ boat was far offshore, buffeted by foul winds. 25 In the bleak hours of morning, Jesus walked to them over the waters. 26 Seeing him walk on the lake, the disciples were horrified: “A ghost!” they shrieked.
               27 Quickly, Jesus said, “Take heart. It’s me. Don’t be afraid.” 28 Peter said, “Lord, if it’s you, let me come to you on the waves.” 
29 “Come.” Peter leaped over and started towards Jesus. 30 Facing the wind, he panicked and started to sink. “Save me, Lord,” he yelled. 31 Jesus shot out his hand to grab him. “So little faith,” he said. “Why do you doubt?”
               32 When they got in the boat, the wind died. 33 Everyone on board showed reverence. “Truly, you’re God’s son,” they said. 34 They landed at Gennesaret, just south of Capernaum. 
35 Everyone recognized him there, and word went around to bring all the sick to him.
               36 They asked just to touch the edge of his garments. All who touched were healed.

       

      

      

      Here [vv.22–23], Jesus is described finding the solitude with God that he’d sought
         earlier (see 14:13). Meanwhile, his disciples were fighting nasty weather. It’s not
         hard to imagine their confusion at seeing someone walk toward them on water they found
         impossible to navigate [vv.24–26]. As told by Matthew, Peter’s response to Jesus’
         invitation not to fear may seem like a worried challenge: “Give me your powers—then
         I won’t be afraid.” Challenge or appeal, Matthew tells us Jesus accepted it, provoking
         Peter to act [vv.27–29]. But Matthew says Peter became afraid and didn’t trust what
         he was actually experiencing: a sharing in Jesus’ power. Although Matthew tells us
         Peter made an impulsive cry for help, he says Jesus asked him to notice how little
         faith he had. He apparently saw no reason for Peter to doubt that he could share his
         divine power [vv.30–31].
      

      
       As the lake calms, Matthew tells us the disciples reverently proclaimed Jesus’ divine
         sonship [vv.32–33]. But are we to suppose they believed they too were divine children?
         Is Matthew telling us they learned something about the truth of their relationship
         with God since the last time Jesus had brought them calm in a storm and noted their
         lack of faith (see 8:23–27)? From Jesus’ first proclamation (see 4:17) through his
         long first teaching session (see, e.g., 5:48), and in further lessons to his disciples
         (see 10:40), we’ve heard a repetition of the astonishing Good News that God’s kingdom
         is here, and that we’re meant to share it as God’s children. Do we, like the disciples,
         still doubt this?
      

      
       The narration moves on to a scene that’s become familiar: crowds hear of Jesus’ presence
         and seek healing [vv.34–36]. Were they looking for magic, or were they rejoicing in
         divine life?
      

      
      
   
      

      How Do We See Our Needs—How Does God See Our Needs?
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      Do You Need to See Yourself 
as Righteous? [Mt.15:1–9]
      

      
      1 Some Pharisees and scribes from Jerusalem tracked Jesus down. 2 “Why do your disciples break with the traditions of the elders?” they asked. “They
               don’t wash their hands before they take their bread!” 3 He asked, “Why do you break the commandments of God in order to keep your traditions?
               4 God said, ‘Honor your father and mother’ [Ex.20:12], and ‘Let the one who speaks
               ill of father or mother die’ [Ex.21:17]. 5 But you give this excuse: ‘Because my funds are vowed to God, they can’t be spent
               on you; 6 so, I do you no dishonor.’ To keep your traditions, you make God’s word nothing!
               7 Hypocrites! Isaiah spoke truly of you when he wrote: 8 ‘This people honors me with lips, but their hearts are far away from me. 9 Their worship is pointless—making human rules into commandments’ [Is.29:13].”

       

      

      

      Ah, the pleasure of being right! And how easy it is to have that pleasure if you know
         all the rules. If we find ourselves agreeing with the scholars (the scribes and Pharisees)
         who noticed the disciples’ careless eating habits [vv.1–2], Matthew has lulled us
         into the sense of righteousness that earlier he described Jesus condemning (see 9:13).
         When we allow others’ faults to seem glaring to us, we can see nothing else—certainly
         not our own faults (see 7:3). Here, Jesus is described pointing out a trick that clever
         scholars of the Mosaic Law devised for appearing to treat others according to the
         commands of the Covenant, while actually behaving selfishly [vv.3–6]. Dressing up
         sin as virtue is a shameless hoax, mere pious playacting [v.7a].
      

      
       But this is an old problem. Isaiah, for one, spoke of it. Those who choose to accept
         the relationship offered by God in the Covenant know what that relationship requires:
         if they accept God’s promise of love and care, they must seek fulfillment nowhere
         else; and, as they struggle to remain true to this relationship, they must be patient
         and gracious with all God’s other children (see Ex.20:1–7; Dt.5:6–21). And yet, as
         Isaiah notes, God’s children often pretend to respect God’s desires while they spend
         all their energy concocting schemes to satisfy their own desires [vv.7b–9]. Like Adam
         and Eve, they’re tempted to think they have no need of God (see Gn.3:4).
      

      
       When God’s invitation is put starkly—choose life or death (see Dt.30:15)—the response
         seems obvious. But, if the right choice is so clear, what keeps us from making it?
      

      
      Evil Comes from the Heart [Mt.15:10–20]

      
      10 After addressing the Pharisees’ complaint about purity laws, Jesus called the crowd
               closer. “Listen,” he said, “and understand. 11 The things you eat don’t contaminate you. The things you say do.” 12 His disciples told him, “The Pharisees were offended by what you said.” 13 He said, “What my heavenly Father hasn’t planted, he’ll uproot. 14 Ignore them. They’re the sightless leading the blind—blind leading blind to a pit.”
               15 Peter said, “Tell us what this parable means.” 16 “You still don’t understand?” he said. 17 “You know what goes in the mouth goes into the gullet, then to the dung pile. 18 What comes out of the mouth—what comes from the heart—is what’s foul. 19 The heart causes evil thoughts, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, lies, and blasphemy.
               20 Those things make you foul, not eating before rinsing your hands!”

       

      

      

      After Jesus called the Jewish officials hypocrites (see 15:7), Matthew says he asked
         people to recall what ritual ablutions were actually intended to teach: keeping hearts
         pure [vv.10–11]. After we hear that the officials left in a huff [v.12], we’re told
         Jesus repeated earlier advice (see, e.g., 10:26), and instructed his disciples not
         to fret about anyone, including a teacher, who doesn’t listen or continue to learn.
         Divine judgment will weed out bad teachers (see 13:40) who are blind to their need
         for God’s mercy and forgiveness [vv.13–14].
      

      
       Lest we miss this point about our need for divine mercy and forgiveness, Matthew
         says Peter asked for clarification [v.15], and Jesus again instructed the disciples.
         The first part of the instruction is easy to understand [v.16]. Although nutritionists
         might point out weaknesses in Jesus’ simple analogy, it’s nonetheless clear: foodstuffs
         are prepared, digested, and evacuated. They don’t make us who we are [v.17]. To know
         who we are, we must examine our hearts. This part of the instruction is also easy
         to understand, but it’s hard to accept. Matthew reports that Jesus said our hearts
         were the source of wickedness [vv.18–19]. The list of evils seems designed to shock
         and, perhaps, to provoke a protest: “Surely not my heart!” (see 26:22). But the truth
         asserted by the list isn’t softened by comment or explanation. In fact, it’s restated
         with a nearly comic warning: if you think eating with dirty hands is offensive to
         others, imagine what they’d say if they could see into your squalid heart [v.20].
      

      
       This would be unsettling news if Jesus weren’t delivering it as part of the Good
         News—the news that you can repent the selfishness in your heart, and turn to God for
         healing (see Ps.51:12).
      

      
      Faith Comes from Needing It [Mt.15:21–28]

      
      21 Next, Jesus traveled northwest into the region of Tyre and Sidon. 22 Imagine, a pagan woman from that area showed up and shouted, “Pity me, Lord, son
               of David. My daughter is troubled by a demon.” 23 He gave no reply. The disciples told him, “Get rid of her. She’ll keep yelling at
               us.” 24 So he told her, “I’ve been sent to none but the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”
               25 But she came up, paid him homage, and said, “Lord, help me.” 26 He said, “It’s not good to take the children’s bread and toss it to the dogs.” 27 “Yes, Lord,” she said, “but dogs eat scraps that fall off the master’s table.” 28 “O, woman,” he said, “your faith is great. Let it be as you desire.” Her daughter
               was healed that hour.

       

      

      

      This scene is driven by a double dose of irony: a pagan woman teaches Jesus a lesson
         as she declares greater faith in God’s healing power than has been expressed by many
         of Jesus’ fellow Jews. Matthew doesn’t say why Jesus traveled into this pagan territory,
         also called Syria [v.21]. But he told us earlier that people from there came to Jesus
         for healing (see 4:23). We can imagine him visiting these people—presumably Jews living
         in one of the many Jewish communities outside Israel. Whatever Jesus’ purpose for
         visiting, it was impeded by a woman whose urgent pleas were so annoying that his disciples
         begged him to send her away [v.22–23].
      

      
       Matthew says Jesus explained his inability to attend to her by trying to explain
         that, as a Jew—a son of David—he had to seek out fellow Jews who’d lost touch with
         the Covenant. This was also what he’d asked his disciples to do when he sent them
         out to teach and heal (see 10:5–6). As Matthew describes the situation, Jesus’ task
         of remedial teaching of the Covenant didn’t allow him time to bring the Good News
         to non-Jews [v.24]. But we hear that the woman’s need made her deaf to this explanation
         of his mission, and she proclaimed her need baldly: “Help me!” [v.25].
      

      
       According to Matthew, when the woman turned back on Jesus the image he’d used to
         define the limits of his mission, she helped him see things differently [vv.26–27].
         Then we see Jesus doing what he’d been asking his disciples and others to do: he listened,
         and he learned. In this woman, Jesus again saw how faith in God’s care could animate
         those who weren’t officially included in God’s Covenant (see 8:10). We hear him affirm
         the woman’s trust in God and tell her it’s God’s deepest desire that we turn to him
         for all our needs [v.28]. It seems that, when we allow ourselves to recognize our
         desperation and then call out for help, as this woman does, we allow God to do what
         otherwise he cannot do: help.
      

      
      Back Home, Jesus Heads Up the Mountain 
Again, and Teaches [Mt.15:29–39]
      

      
      29 Jesus returned to the Lake of Galilee. He went up to the heights for a while. 
30 Great crowds came up. They brought him the feeble, the blind, the paralyzed, mutes,
               and others. He healed them. 31 People were amazed to see mutes speak, cripples able-bodied, the blind seeing, the
               feeble on their feet. They gave glory to the God of Israel. 32 Jesus gathered his disciples to say, “I feel pity for the crowd. They’ve been with
               me three days without food. I don’t want to send them off hungry. They’ll faint.”
               33 They asked, “Where can we get food for so many way out here?” 34 He asked in return, “How many loaves do you have?” “Seven—and a few fish,” they said.
               35 Jesus told the crowd to settle on the ground. 36 He took the seven loaves and the fish. He gave thanks. He broke them and gave them
               to the disciples to distribute. 37 Everyone ate and was satisfied. They gathered seven baskets of leftovers. 38 Four thousand men were fed—not counting women and children. 39 After sending the crowds away, he traveled by boat down the coast to Magadan.

       

      

      

      Matthew has been casual in changing scenes (see 12:15) and time lines (see 14:12–13).
         Here [v.29], he describes Jesus—presumably returned to Capernaum from his trip north
         (see 15:21)—settled in on the heights, high above the lake (see 5:1). Matthew tells
         us that, in this instance, the needy crowds [v.30] attributed the healing they witnessed
         to “the God of Israel” [v.31]. This suggests they made a connection between the miraculous
         rehabilitations they saw and the care God promised to his people in the Covenant.
         Perhaps they felt close to the kingdom.
      

      
       We next hear that days had passed and Jesus was concerned for the crowd’s need for
         food [v.32]. It’s clear from the response of his disciples that, despite the acts
         of healing they’d witnessed, plus Jesus’ previous care for a hungry crowd (see 14:19–20),
         they didn’t feel close to God’s kingdom [v.33]. They’d seen Jesus heal, and they’d
         been sent to bring healing (see 10:8). Yet they still seem puzzled about God’s power
         to care for our needs—especially when we feel stymied by our sense of need [v.34].
         According to Matthew, once again Jesus demonstrated how God’s care works (see 14:19).
         First, relax [v.35]. Then, notice your situation, and give thanks to the God who knows
         your needs better than you do. Finally, share God’s bountiful blessings [vv.36–37].
      

      
       Matthew’s narration says that, after being satisfied by God’s care and generosity,
         the crowds went home and Jesus continued to travel—this time to Magadan, just south
         of Capernaum [vv.38–39]. Matthew doesn’t mention a reason for Jesus’ journey, but
         we can assume it had the same purpose as the rest of his travels: continuing to proclaim
         the presence of God’s kingdom, and to invite people to notice the benefits of accepting
         that kingdom as a divine gift.
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      No One Seems to Understand Jesus’ 
Message of Repentance [Mt.16:1–12]
      

      
      1 Pharisees and Sadducees arrived [in Magadan (see 15:39)]. Trying to make a case,
               they asked him to produce a sign from heaven. 2 He told them, “You say: ‘Red sky in the evening: fair weather in the morning. 3 Red at morning: storms by evening.’ You understand the sky, but not yourselves? 4 An evil, unfaithful age wants a sign but will get only the sign of Jonah.” And he
               left. 5 When they left for the northeast shore of the lake, the disciples took no bread.
               6 On the way, Jesus told them, “Beware the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”
               7 They said to one another, “He’s talking about the lack of bread.” 8 Jesus knew their concern. He said, “So little faith! Why do you talk about bread?
               9 Don’t you understand or remember the leftovers from five loaves for five thousand?
               10 Do you remember the baskets of leftovers from seven loaves for four thousand? 11 You think I’m speaking of bread? Beware the leaven of Pharisees and Sadducees!” 12 Then they understood: he didn’t mean the effect leaven has on bread, but the effect
               of the teaching from the Pharisees and Sadducees.

       

      

      

      Pharisees and Sadducees, though not strictly Jewish officials, were influential opinion
         makers. Pharisees campaigned for a strict interpretation of scripture; Sadducees pushed
         for a stronger leadership of the priests. Here, Matthew describes some of them demanding
         that Jesus prove himself [v.1]—a demand that, like a previous one, received Jesus’
         offer of the same “sign” that Jonah offered (i.e., repentance; see 12:38–42). The
         irony is thick here as Matthew recounts Jesus’ ridicule. Jonah offered only one sign
         to pagan Nineveh: God’s call to repent. But now, in this age, these supposedly devout
         Jews understand the weather better than Jesus’ call to repentance. We hear Jesus say
         that, if they believed in the offer made in the Covenant, they’d hear that offer anew
         in the proclamation of the Good News: repent, and turn to God’s kingdom [vv.2–4].
      

      
       Without ado, Matthew changes the scene [v.5]. But, before moving into new territory
         (see 16:13), Matthew says the disciples’ confused response to a warning from Jesus
         provoked another lesson about faith in God’s care [vv.6–8]. We hear Jesus remind them
         they saw him turn to the Father twice (see 14:19; 15:36) to address the need of hungry
         people [vv.9–10]. Though they’d seen this evidence of God’s care for them, they still
         seemed anxious about their daily needs [v.11a]. Matthew says Jesus invited them to
         reflect now on what choice they needed to make in order to take in the right teaching:
         they could embrace the self-righteousness of the Pharisees, or they could notice their
         need for repentance [vv.11b–12].
      

      
      A Glimmer of Acceptance of 
Jesus’ Message [Mt.16:13–20]
      

      
      13 After arriving in the region of Caesarea-Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do
               people say the Son of Man is?” 14 “John the Baptist,” some said. Others said, “Jeremiah”; or, “One of the prophets.”
               15 “And you,” he said; “what do you say about me?” 16 Simon Peter said, “You’re ‘the Christ,’ son of the living God.” 
17 “You’re blessed, Simon, Jonah’s son,” said Jesus. “Flesh and blood didn’t give you
               this revelation. My Father in heaven did. 18 And I say you are ‘Peter’; you’re the hard ‘Rock’ on which I’ll build my church.
               The powers of the lower world won’t overwhelm it. 19 To you I give the keys of the kingdom of heaven. What you bind on earth is already
               bound in heaven. What you let go on earth is already let go in heaven.” 20 Then he said very clearly that they shouldn’t tell anyone he was “the Christ.”

       

      

      

      Matthew may have set this scene on the eastern side of the lake in order to picture
         the group away from crowds as Jesus unfolds a lesson very quickly and then asks the
         disciples to keep it to themselves. First, Matthew says the disciples responded to
         a question by saying their fellow Jews thought Jesus might turn out to be a special
         Son of Man—like the Baptist or one of the other great prophetic voices [vv.13–14].
         Then he says they learned that one of them, Peter, believed Jesus was “the Messiah,”
         God’s “Anointed One” [v.15]—though we don’t hear what Peter believed God had anointed
         Jesus to do. Next, we hear Jesus say that a clear sense of what God wants, chooses,
         or anoints for us can come only as a gift or blessing from God, and that Peter had
         just received such a blessing. Then we hear Jesus play with Peter’s name to tell the
         disciples that the whole community of believers, his “church,” would be made of people
         who, like Peter, allowed God to bless them with belief in Jesus’ teaching, and that
         no power on earth was stronger than the bond of that blessing [v.18]. To give an idea
         of the power of believing, Matthew says Jesus used the image of keys, and of tying
         and untying: “Believing is the key into heaven. When belief in God directs your actions,
         you hold on to what heaven holds on to, and you let go of what heaven discards” [v.19].
      

      
       Despite the simplicity and clarity of this lesson, Matthew portrays Jesus as unready
         to let the disciples speak to others about God’s anointed one—“the Christ” [v.20].
         If we wonder why Jesus had so little confidence in their ability to understand and
         share this lesson, we should read the next scene, in which we hear Jesus describe
         some of the things God has chosen for him—his anointed one—to experience.
      

      
      Jesus’ Message of Repentance 
Seems Bleak [Mt.16:21–28]
      

      
      21 Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he had to go to Jerusalem; suffer under
               the elders, chief priests, and scribes; be killed; and be raised on the third day.
               22 Peter took him aside to protest: “Heaven forbid, Lord. That can’t happen to you!”
               23 Jesus turned on him, “Get behind me, Satan. You’re trying to trip me up. You’re thinking
               like a human, not like God.” 24 Jesus told the disciples, “If you want to follow me, turn away from yourself. Take
               up your cross, and follow me. 
25 Those who want to save themselves will get lost. Those who let go of their lives
               for my sake will find life. 26 Would you trade your soul even for the whole world? What can replace your soul? 27 The Son of Man will come with the glory of his Father and his angels to give each
               person whatever their deeds demand. 28 O yes, indeed, I say some of you here won’t taste death until you see the Son of
               Man coming in his kingdom.”

       

      

      

      Matthew here reports that, after Jesus told his disciples not to speak about his identity
         as the Christ (see just above), he told them his mission would lead to opposition,
         suffering, and death—but would also lead to his resurrection [v.21]. And he tells
         us Jesus responded to Peter’s attempt to correct him [v.22] by speaking to him as
         he had once spoken to the devil (see 4:9–10): he says he chooses God’s way of seeing
         our needs, not the human way of reacting to them [v.23]. Jesus’ candid words here
         about struggling against temptation suggest how much work it takes to keep believing
         in God’s plan for our lives, while Peter’s protest indicates how easy it is to want
         a different plan.
      

      
       Then we see Jesus reminding the disciples that, if they choose to learn from him,
         they must bear the burden, or cross, of facing life as he does: with trust in God
         rather than themselves [v.24]. Refraining from making a desperate grab at life will,
         paradoxically, get them what they seek: life [v.25]. As Jesus describes it, turning
         to God is a simple and obvious choice: choose to be fulfilled by God’s life, or choose
         nothingness [v.26].
      

      
       As the scene nears an end, we hear a warning: If you behave as one who has accepted
         God’s Covenant, you’ll be considered, or judged, as God’s partner. But if you have
         turned your back on that relationship, your actions will be judged accordingly [v.27].
         Matthew closes the scene by describing Jesus telling those around him that, if they
         live a bit longer, they’ll witness the power of the kingdom—that is, his return from
         death in the resurrection [v.28]. He’s telling them God’s promise of divine life,
         repeated throughout the story told in scripture, is true. Do they want to accept that
         promise?
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      Divine Glory Doesn’t Look Like 
Human Glory [Mt.17:1–13]
      

      
      1 Six days later, Jesus took just Peter, James, and his brother, John, to a high mountain.
               2 He was transfigured in front of them—his face like the sun, his clothes like light.
               3 Imagine, Moses and Elijah also appeared, talking with Jesus. 
4 Peter’s response was: “Lord, it’s good we’re here. If you’d like, I can make three
               tents—for you, for Moses, and for Elijah.” 5 Imagine, as he spoke, a dazzling cloud settled on them. A voice spoke from the cloud:
               “This is my beloved Son. I am deeply pleased with him. Listen to him.” 6 When the disciples heard this, they fell flat, terrified. 7 Jesus came over, touched them, and said, “Get up. Don’t be afraid.” 8 When they looked up, they saw only Jesus. 9 As they descended, Jesus said, “Don’t speak of this vision until the Son of Man is
               raised from the dead.” 10 The disciples then asked why the scribes maintained that, first, Elijah had to come.
               11 “Elijah is indeed to come and reconcile all,” he said. 
12 “And I say Elijah’s already come. But, instead of accepting him, they did what they
               wanted with him—a fate that awaits the Son of Man.” 13 The disciples realized he was talking about John the Baptist.

       

      

      

      Matthew says that, without explanation, Jesus gave three disciples an experience of
         divine glory—a dazzling vision of an intimate conversation [vv.1–3]. He describes
         Peter’s response as so bedazzled that, rather than savoring or entering the conversation,
         he was eager to contain the splendor of the moment in tents [v.4]. He seems like the
         proud parent who fumbles around in search of the cell phone or camera while the child
         pipes its first word—thus missing what’s actually happening. Then we hear Peter being
         corrected by the Father’s voice: “Listen!” Matthew is making the point that there’s
         no need to build a special place for the divine presence because God speaks to us
         directly—through the prophets, for instance, and now through his Son. All we need
         to do is listen. But Matthew depicts the disciples being terrified by God’s voice,
         then comforted by Jesus [vv.5–8]. Perhaps because the disciples hadn’t understood
         their experience, Jesus asked them not to share it yet [v.9].
      

      
       Next we see the disciples asking how Elijah’s return would herald a triumphant, glorious
         Day of the Lord (see Mal.3:23). Matthew describes them as being as puzzled and unsure
         about this promised revelation of glory as Peter had been of his recent experience
         of God’s glory. And he shows us Jesus challenging them to imagine God’s glory working
         in ways that might seem the opposite of earthly magnificence. For example, could the
         fate John suffered also await Jesus? If so, could they imagine God’s glory being revealed
         in that fate [vv.10–13]?
      

      
      Divine Power Is Unlike Human Power [Mt.17:14–27]

      
      14 As they came down the mountain, they met a crowd. One man came up and knelt. 15 “Lord,” he said, “have pity on my son. He has painful seizures, falling into the
               fire or into water. 16 I brought him to your disciples, but they couldn’t heal him.” 17 “O, what a faithless generation,” said Jesus. “How long am I with you; how can I
               take it? Bring him here.” 18 Jesus gave the demon an order, and it left. The boy was immediately healed. 19 When Jesus and the disciples were alone, they asked, “Why couldn’t we expel it?”
               20 “Because of your little faith,” he said. “O yes, indeed, I say, if your faith was
               the size of a mustard seed, but you said to this mountain, ‘Move,’ it would move.
               For nothing’s impossible.” [21 Scholars say words about prayer and fasting were added later.] 22 As they headed to Galilee, Jesus said, “The Son of Man will be put in men’s hands.
               23 They’ll kill him. And he’ll be raised on the third day.” They were very sad. 24 At Capernaum, Temple-tax collectors asked Peter, “Does your teacher pay the tax?”
               25 “Yes,” he said. When he got home, Jesus spoke up, “What do you think, Simon: do earthly
               kings take taxes and tariffs from sons of the realm, or from aliens?” 26 “From aliens,” said Peter. “Then the sons are exempt,” said Jesus. 27 “But, let’s not upset them. Go drop a hook in the lake. Open the mouth of the first
               fish you catch. You’ll find a coin. It’ll cover the Temple tax for both of us.”

       

      

      

      Matthew here combines a flurry of activity with a mix of moods. He depicts Jesus and
         three disciples rejoining the others (see 17:1) in the middle of a scene of failed
         healing [vv.14–16]. Jesus’ reaction is like a teacher’s bewilderment after a simple
         lesson hasn’t sunk in: “If someone is bedeviled or unwell, to whom should they turn?”
         [vv.17–18]. Matthew says that, when the disciples asked, in effect, “What did we do
         wrong?” [v.19], Jesus had to tell them yet again to trust in God, not themselves.
         They don’t have the power to move mountains or make all things possible, but because
         God does have that power, they needn’t waste time trying to master the universe. They
         can turn to God when their needs are greater than their powers [v.20].
      

      
       Then Matthew depicts Jesus and his disciples on the move again, traveling in Galilee.
         He tells us Jesus once more told them that, after his defeat by the authorities, he’d
         be raised to life (see 16:21). According to Matthew, the disciples heard only the
         first, disheartening part of Jesus’ words [vv.22–23]. Without comment on this sadness,
         Matthew suddenly describes a serious objection from some collectors of the Temple
         tax, and a humorous response. He shows us Jesus portraying tax collecting as part
         of the coercive power of worldly authority, then noting that the children of God needed
         no coercion to support one another in their attempts to give thanks and worship to
         their Father [vv.25–26]. But, Jesus seems to say, one can fish out a coin as easily
         as pull up a hook. So, rather than debate the manner of collecting money for the Temple,
         pay the tax [v.27].
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      What It Means to Be Lowly and Weak [Mt.18:1–9]

      
      1 [After they returned to Capernaum,] Jesus’ disciples asked him, “Who’s the greatest
               in the kingdom of heaven?” 2 He called a child into the group. 3 “Ah yes, indeed, I tell you that, unless you change and become like children, you
               won’t enter the kingdom of heaven. 4 If you make yourself as lowly as this child, you’ll be the greatest in the kingdom.
               5 If you accept someone as lowly as this one, you accept me. 6 Whoever trips up a little one who believes in me, well, better for them to go into
               the sea with a millstone around the neck. 7 You who trip up others, beware! O, people will fall, but woe to you who push them.
               8 If your hand or foot makes you fall, cut it off and throw it away. Better to come
               to life disabled or lame than be thrown with all limbs into an unquenchable fire.
               9 If your eye leads you astray, pluck it out and throw it away. Better to come to life
               one-eyed than take two eyes to Gehenna—the place of unquenchable flame.”

       

      

      

      We can picture the disciples and Jesus still in Galilee (see 17:22), where, as Matthew
         tells it, lessons continued [v.1], with Jesus suggesting that, if the disciples wanted
         to imagine what the kingdom of heaven was like, they should start with the image of
         a child. For only children are admitted to this kingdom [vv.2–3]. According to Matthew’s
         description of Jesus’ teaching, the more lowly and dependent you are, the higher your
         place in God’s kingdom—the purpose of which is care of the needy [v.4]. And, if you’d
         like to experience the heavenly kingdom as Jesus does, simply welcome one of the lowly
         ones into your care [v.5].
      

      
       However, if you despise those who are weak and lowly, or if you hinder them from
         reaching out to God in their desperation, you’ll discover what it’s like to feel fathomless
         despair. Yes, some desperate people might lose hope, but those who provoke or encourage
         their desperation will never be able to share God’s life [vv.6–7]. Matthew describes
         Jesus using images of abandoning parts of your body as you head toward eternal life
         rather than allowing them to lead you to fall away from trust in God. Is there something
         that leads you to mistrust God? Abandon it. Are you madly attached to something that
         has nothing to do with God? Let it go. Your blind attachment will not satisfy you.
         It can, however, consume you with an endlessly galling sense of loss and wasted opportunity.
         That would be like winding up permanently in a perpetually smoldering dump, that is,
         Gehenna [vv.8–9].
      

      
      Patience and Forgiveness Are 
Divine Work [Mt.18:10–20]
      

      
      10 Jesus continued to speak about the lowly: “Don’t despise the lowly. Listen, their
               angels gaze constantly on my Father’s face in heaven. [11 This verse about the Son of Man saving the lost is regarded as a late addition.]
               12 What do you think—if one from a flock of a hundred sheep wandered off, wouldn’t the
               shepherd leave the ninety-nine on the slopes and look for the stray? 13 And if he finds it, O yes, indeed, I tell you he’ll cherish it more than the nonstrays.
               14 Your Father in heaven doesn’t want to lose the least lowly one. 15 If your brother sins, correct him privately. If he listens, you’ve brought a brother
               back to you. 16 If he doesn’t listen, call in two or three witnesses to listen, then report what
               they heard. 17 If he won’t listen to them, tell the whole church. If he won’t listen to them, let
               that one be treated as you would a Gentile or tax collector. 18 O yes, indeed, I tell you what you bind on earth is bound in heaven; what you let
               go on earth is let go by heaven. 19 O yes, I say if two of you on earth pray together for something, the Father will
               do it. 20 For, where two or three assemble in my name, I’m there in their midst.”

       

      

      

      Matthew describes Jesus explaining the process of allowing God to raise us up from
         lowliness. He asks us to imagine angels whose constant work is to look into God’s
         face for those who can’t yet do it themselves [v.10], and to imagine that the Father
         is as determined to bring his children into his eternal presence as a shepherd is
         intent to keep his flock safe [vv.12–14].
      

      
       Then Matthew describes Jesus explaining how to imitate God’s work of reconciliation.
         The lesson might be summarized as follows. If you are offended by someone, speak to
         them about it. Who knows, you may get the reaction: “I hadn’t noticed! Forgive me!”
         Rejoice [v.15]. However, if your fellow believer won’t discuss an offense, ask for
         help in the discussion [v.16]. If that doesn’t lead to reconciliation, get help from
         the whole community of believers—the church. If the person refuses to reconcile with
         the community, “that one” is now outside the community [v.17]. This would leave the
         person where Jesus finds all of us: in the position of a sinner who needs to hear
         the Good News of repentance. (Who might be called upon to answer that need?)
      

      
       Matthew then describes Jesus giving all believers the power he gave Peter (see 16:19):
         to be moved by the example, inspiration, and blessing of God in binding up, healing,
         and uniting one another as his children, as well as freeing others from hurt, anger,
         and dismay through reconciliation and forgiveness [v.18]. We hear Jesus say, “Yes,
         if two of you long for the divine gift of reconciliation and forgiveness, just ask
         for it [v.19]; yes, as you share my work of turning to the Father, I continue to work
         in you” [v.20].
      

      
      We Are Called to Share the Divine Work 
of Forgiveness [Mt.18:21–35]
      

      
      21 Peter asked, “Lord, how many times must I forgive a brother who hurts me—seven?”
               22 “No,” said Jesus, “not as many as seven—as many as seven times seven! 23 Listen, the kingdom of heaven is like a king asking servants for loan repayments.
               24 One debtor was ushered in owing ten thousand talents, a huge sum. 25 For payment, the king ordered him sold, along with wife, children, and goods. 26 The desperate servant fell down and begged, ‘Be patient, and I’ll pay it all.’ 27 Moved with pity, the king pardoned the servant and forgave the debt. 
28 When that one left, he saw a fellow servant who owed him a small amount. He grabbed
               him by the neck and demanded, ‘Pay me your debt.’ 29 That servant fell down and begged, ‘Be patient, and I’ll repay you.’ 30 He wouldn’t agree. He had him imprisoned until he could pay. 31 When fellow servants saw this, they were shocked. They told the king about it. 32 The king shouted: ‘You wicked slave. I forgave your whole debt when you begged for
               time to pay it. 33 Shouldn’t you have shown mercy to your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?’ 34 The angry king handed him over to torturers until he paid everything. 35 That’s what my Father in heaven will do to you unless you forgive from the heart.”

       

      

      

      According to Matthew, Peter wanted to put a limit on forgiveness: after suffering
         seven personal offenses, should the aggrieved party have to forgive further? No, we
         hear Jesus say, there isn’t any limit to forgiveness if we’re learning it from God
         [vv.21–22]. To make this point, Matthew says Jesus told a story. The Lord in the story
         has absolute power. He’s free to set down the law for those who serve him—even to
         sell them out of his realm [vv.23–25]. But this tyrant is obviously not an ogre. In
         fact, he’s easily moved by the pleas of a servant in a hopeless situation, and he
         accepts a huge loss in order to free the man from woe [vv.26–27].
      

      
       Surprisingly, the servant who was blessed with forgiveness shows no sign of wanting
         to share that blessing, even when he’s begged to do so [vv.28–30]. Like this man’s
         fellow servants, we too may be shocked at his demand of jail time for so small a debt;
         and we may feel relieved when the king is alerted [v.31]. We may also sympathize with
         the king’s surprise and anger that the forgiven servant would be so unmoved by the
         pardon of his huge debt that he had no impulse to share the delights of mercy and
         forgiveness [vv.32–33]. What a horrifying conclusion to this story: endless agony,
         and no forgiveness in sight [v.34].
      

      
       Jesus’ story leaves all who accept the Covenant a clear choice. We can delight in
         God’s pardon of our selfishness by sharing the joy of forgiveness with others. Or,
         seeking self-righteousness, we can remain unforgiven, clinging only to our grudges
         [v.35].
      

      
      
   
      

      On the Way to Jerusalem: 
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      More Challenges [Mt.19:1–12]

      
      1 Jesus left Galilee and traveled south to Judea, on the west bank of the Jordan. 
2 Great crowds followed him there, and he cured them. 3 Pharisees popped up with another test. They asked, “May a man divorce his wife for
               any reason?” 4 He asked, “Haven’t you read that, in the beginning, the Creator made them male and
               female? 5 That’s why a man leaves mother and father and joins his wife—two as one flesh. 6 They’re no longer two; they’re one flesh. What God joins, humans don’t divide.” 7 “Then why,” they asked, “did Moses say to give a certificate for a divorce?” 8 He said, “Moses allowed divorce because of hard hearts. In the beginning, it wasn’t
               so. 9 And I say one who divorces a lawful wife to marry another is adulterous.” 10 His disciples said, “If that’s true, it’s better not to marry.” 11 He said, “People won’t understand this unless they see it as a gift. 
12 Look, some people are born eunuchs; some are castrated; some choose celibacy because
               of the kingdom of God. If you can make that choice, good.”

       

      

      

      In Matthew’s narration, this is Jesus’ first trip to Judea, where he’s portrayed healing
         [vv.1–2] and being pestered by Pharisees [v.3]. At this point, it shouldn’t surprise
         us when Matthew says Jesus told his inquisitors to recall scripture—to remember that
         God, who wants us to accept his Covenant, began creation not by making isolated individuals
         but by fashioning them in a relationship [vv.4–5]. Since God wants to unite us, we
         shouldn’t split us up [v.6].
      

      
       Matthew doesn’t show us Jesus addressing the Pharisees’ distortion of the Law—which
         describes a bill of divorce as an admission of human inability to keep the commitment
         (see Dt.24:1–4)—but noting that, from the beginning, God called us to trust him to
         bind up and heal what we see as broken. If we don’t trust him to do that work satisfactorily—if,
         say, we create and break a relationship of marriage simply to satisfy ourselves—we
         will be abusing God’s creation [vv.7–9]. In answer to the disciples’ description of
         God’s notion of marriage as impossible [v.10], Jesus describes various ways to respond
         to God’s decision to create marriage as an image of himself (see Gn.1:27). Some people
         won’t accept the possibility that two individuals can be given the gift of becoming
         one [v.11]. Others are born physically or mentally incapable of sharing the intimate
         union of marriage; still others become incapable of it; and some, in witness to the
         union that will one day bind us all in the kingdom, live as celibates to remind us
         that this communion isn’t created by us, but by God [v.12a]. Matthew says Jesus concluded
         with the simple advice that one should accept whichever form of witness one feels
         capable of accepting [v.12b].
      

      
      Jesus Reviews His Basic Teaching [Mt.19:13–30]

      
      13 When they brought children up for Jesus’ touch and prayers, the disciples objected.
               14 But he said, “Let the children come to me; don’t stop them. The kingdom’s for them.”
               15 He rested his hands on them, and moved on. 16 A man came up, asking, “Teacher, what good must I do to have eternal life?” 17 Jesus said, “Good? It’s good to keep the commandments.” 18 “Which?” Jesus said, “These: ‘You shall not kill, commit adultery, steal, or bear
               false witness. 19 You shall honor your father and mother, and love your neighbor as yourself.’” 20 The young man said, “I’ve kept all these. What else do I need?” 21 “If you want fulfillment,” said Jesus, “Sell all you have; give the money to the
               poor; let your treasure be only heaven; then, come follow me.” 22 When the young man heard this he went away dejected. He had many possessions. 23 “O yes, indeed, I say it’s hard for the rich to enter the kingdom of heaven. 24 O, yes, a camel gets through a needle’s eye easier than the rich get into the kingdom.”
               25 His disciples were astonished and asked, “Who, then, can be saved?” 26 He stared at them: “It’s impossible for humans, but for God nothing’s impossible!”
               27 Peter said, “Look, we’ve left all to follow you. What will be for us?” 28 “O yes, indeed, to my followers I say: in the new age, when the Son of Man sits on
               the throne of glory, you’ll sit on twelve thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel.
               29 Those who gave up home—parents, siblings, children, goods—for me, will get much more:
               eternal life! 30 But many who are ‘first’ will be last. The ‘last’ will be first.”

       

      

      

      Matthew here shows Jesus reviewing essential lessons. First, those who feel a need
         for the kingdom are like children; they have no sense of power [vv.13–14]. Second,
         those who accept God’s Covenant, follow God’s commands, and yearn to share God’s presence
         more intimately [vv.16–20], should forget about everything but following Jesus [v.21]—whose
         mission is to proclaim the richness of repentance. Matthew describes Jesus saying
         that this mission won’t attract those who feel bound to other riches [v.22]. This
         point is stressed when Jesus repeats it, offering the image of an impossibly constrained
         camel [vv.23–24].
      

      
       Matthew says these lessons made no sense to the disciples [v.25], and that Jesus’
         patient response to them was to remind them of the Covenant: God says, “I’m your God,
         you’re my people; I make all things possible for you—not the other way around” [v.26].
         According to Matthew, Peter’s response to this reminder that God cares for them was
         to ask what reward the disciples would get in return for following Jesus [v.27]. Jesus
         then asks Peter to imagine sharing with him God’s glory and power [v.28]—a power in
         which the children of God (the twelve tribes) did not always believe. Can Peter and
         other disciples imagine finding eternal life if they stop clinging to the prizes,
         possessions, and rewards of this life [v.29]? The lesson ends with a warning: Don’t
         think you can earn God’s power and glory as a reward for something you’ve done. Such
         gifts can be accepted—as gifts—only by those who are the last to imagine that they
         could possibly deserve them [v.30].
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      What’s the Kingdom Like? [Mt.20:1–16]

      
      1 Jesus continued teaching: “The kingdom of heaven is like the master of an estate
               going out first thing in the morning to hire workers for his vineyard. 2 They agreed on a denarius—the daily wage—and he sent them into his vineyard. 
3 Three hours later, he saw others in the market place without work. 4 He said, ‘If you also go to my vineyard, I’ll pay what’s right.’ 5 So, they went. He went back at the sixth and ninth hour and said the same. 6 Returning at the eleventh hour, he found others: ‘Why are you here all day, idle?’
               7 ‘Because no one hired us,’ they said. He said, ‘You go into my vineyard too.’ 8 At sundown, he told the foreman to pay the workers: last, first; first-hired, last.
               9 Those hired at the eleventh hour came up and received a denarius. 10 When the first-hired came up, they thought they’d get more. They got a denarius.
               11 When they got it, they muttered about the estate-holder. 12 ‘You treat these late-comers, working one hour, the same as us, who bore the day’s
               heat.’ 13 ‘Sir,’ he said, ‘I do you no wrong. Didn’t we agree on a denarius? 14 Accept what’s yours, and go. I want to give these last what I gave you. 15 Can’t I use what I have as I want—or, do you cast an envious eye on my goodness?’
               16 And that,” said Jesus, “is how the ‘first’ will be last, and the ‘last’ will be first.”

       

      

      

      Matthew told us Jesus traveled into Judea (see 19:1)—presumably toward Jerusalem.
         His description of Jesus on this journey is similar to others: Jesus teaches and heals,
         repeating certain basic lessons. In this scene, we hear Jesus tell another parable
         about the kingdom: a landowner, finding more and more people available for work, promises
         to pay whatever’s fair to those who are hired [vv.1–7]; and it turns out that his
         idea of “right,” “just,” and “fair” is to pay each laborer the same wage [vv.8–10].
      

      
       I find it easy to echo the aggrieved response of the all-day worker [vv.11–12]—even
         after the employer explains the justice of his actions [vv.13–15]. But, if I plead,
         “Shouldn’t you be generous to me too,” the parable’s lesson leaps at me: I’m assuming
         I can earn generosity; I can become entitled to it. In this story, all the workers
         needed the work, and they all had the good fortune to be hired. Nonetheless, the story
         says, some felt envious that the need for a full day’s wage—a need shared by each
         of the workers—was recognized and met by the landowner. How easy it is to imagine
         that I’ve worked for my good fortune; to think that, when blessings are bestowed for
         effort, I should be at the head of the line. How unappealing to be needy, to have
         no boasts, to be last. But it’s only the needy who cry out for help. And God hears
         their cry first [v.16].
      

      
      Suffering, Serving, and Healing [Mt.20:17–34]

      
      17 On the way to Jerusalem, Jesus spoke to the twelve privately. 18 “Look, we’re going up to Jerusalem. The Son of Man will be handed to the chief priests
               and scribes, who will condemn him to death. 19 They’ll give him to Gentiles to mock, whip, and crucify. The third day, he’ll rise.”
               20 The mother of Zebedee’s sons came up with them to bow and ask a favor. 21 “Yes?” She said, “Arrange for my sons to sit left and right of you in the kingdom.”
               22 “You don’t know what you ask,” said Jesus. “Can you drink the cup I’ll drink?” “Yes,”
               they said. 23 “Yes, you’ll drink the cup. But sitting right or left is for the Father to give,
               not me.” 
24 The ten were angry when they heard about the brothers. 25 But Jesus got them together. “You know Gentile rulers are lordly, willful tyrants.
               26 Not so with you. If you want to be great in this group, become the group’s servant.
               27 If you want to be the first in the group, become the group’s slave. 28 The Son of Man didn’t come to be served, but to serve—to give his life for others.”
               29 As they moved through Jericho, a large crowd followed him. 30 Two blind men sitting by the road cried as Jesus passed, “Mercy, Son of David!” 31 When the crowd told them to be quiet, they cried louder, “Mercy, Son of David!” 32 Jesus stopped, called them, and asked, “What do you want me to do?” 33 “Lord, let our eyes be opened.” 
34 Jesus, moved with pity, touched their eyes. They saw. They followed him.

       

      

      

      Here we read a reminder (see 16:21; 17:23) of what the future holds [vv.17–19], then
         a description of some secret dealing [vv.20–21]. Matthew says Jesus turned the brothers’
         special pleading into a basic question about repentance: were they ready to let God
         shape their future? If so, they had to follow Jesus’ example and leave their ultimate
         destiny to God [vv.22–23].
      

      
       After reporting fits of indignation [v.24], Matthew repeats a lesson that describes
         how God’s kingdom of love differs from the world’s fractiousness: because God cares
         for all his children, all his children will care for one another—indeed, they’ll serve
         one another. If we need an example of what this service looks like, we can look to
         Jesus [vv.25–28]. Matthew then offers an example of service. As Jesus gets closer
         to Jerusalem, crowds gather [v.29], but disapprove of the noisy pleas of two desperate
         blind men [vv.30–31]. Matthew doesn’t say why the crowd wanted no attention paid to
         these men, but he does describe Jesus’ opposite reaction: he wanted to listen to their
         need [v.32]; and the men are happy to tell him about it [v.33].
      

      
       Here, as we see Jesus approaching Jerusalem, it would be natural to suppose he might
         have been anxious about his future, discouraged by his failure to persuade Jewish
         leaders to listen to him, and exhausted by the disputatious slowness of his disciples.
         But Matthew continues to describe him as he has from the beginning of his Gospel:
         a believer and teacher of the Good News who was responsive to the needs of others
         [v.34].
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      Acclaim; Indignation [Mt.21:1–17]

      
      1 When they got to the Mount of Olives, east of Jerusalem, near Bethphage, Jesus sent
               off two disciples. 2 “In this village of Bethphage,” he said, “you’ll see an ass and its colt tied up.
               Bring them to me. 3 If someone questions you, say, ‘The Lord needs them’; he’ll send them right away.”
               4 This showed how fully the prophet spoke the truth [see Is.62:11; Zec.9:9]: 5 “Tell Zion’s daughter, ‘Look, your king comes on lowly mounts, an ass and a colt.”
               6 The disciples did what Jesus asked them to do. 7 They brought the donkey and colt. They put cloaks on them. He took his seat. 8 A large crowd put cloaks on the road. Some cut branches to put on the road. 9 In front and behind, they cried, “Hosanna [i.e., Save us!], Son of David.” “Blessed
               is the one who comes in the Lord’s name” [Ps.118:26]. “Lord in high heaven, save us!”
               10 When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city wondered: “Who’s this?” 11 Some answered, “This is the prophet, Jesus, from Nazareth in Galilee.” 12 Jesus went to the Temple and threw out the merchants—knocking over the money changers’
               tables and the stools of the dove sellers. 13 “It’s written: ‘My house is a house of prayer’ [Is.56:7]. You make it a bandit cave!”
               14 The blind and the lame came up to him in the Temple. He healed them. 15 But priests and scribes were angered by all this, and by hearing children cry, “Hosanna.”
               16 “Don’t you hear?” they complained. He said, “Did you read, ‘He brings praise from
               infant lips’?” 17 He left them and the city, and spent the night at Bethany, near Bethphage.

       

      

      

      Matthew’s description of Jesus’ instructions suggests he’d made careful preparations
         to demonstrate what sort of king the prophets had told people to expect—that is, a
         king that did not announce his presence with regal pomp, but with simplicity [vv.1–5].
         However, Matthew’s description of people’s cries for salvation leaves us doubting
         they understood the lesson that salvation comes quietly. They seem to hope Jesus will
         be another David, a powerful ruler [vv.6–9]. The crowds in Jerusalem are said to be
         puzzled by Jesus’ arrival [v.10], despite the fact that some knew his reputation as
         a prophet [v.11].
      

      
       Then Matthew tells us Jesus gave all in the Temple a demonstration of the need for
         repentance: the merchants there needed to turn away from their fixation on business
         and turn, instead, to God [vv.12–13]. After this confrontation, Matthew depicts a
         roiling scene: crowds press for cures; children repeat the cry of “Save us”; and officials
         complain about the hubbub and hosannas. He says Jesus asked the disgruntled priests
         and scribes to recall a promise they’d surely read in scripture (see Ps.8:2): God
         can inspire praise in unlikely ways from unlikely people [vv.14–16]. We don’t hear
         how these officials responded to this not-so-subtle call to repent and hear God’s
         word. Matthew says Jesus left them with their thoughts for the night [v.17].
      

      
      Jesus Teaches Again about Faith 
and Repentance [Mt.21:18–32]
      

      
      18 Returning to the city early the next morning, Jesus was hungry. 19 Stopping at a fruitless fig tree, he said, “Never bear fruit again.” It died. 20 The disciples were amazed: “How did the fig tree wither up so quickly?” 21 “O yes, indeed, I say if you have faith, not doubt, you’ll do more than this; you’ll
               say to this mountain [on which Jerusalem sits], ‘Up! Into the sea!’ and it will happen.
               22 Whatever you pray for as believers, you’ll receive.” 23 In the Temple, priests and elders stopped him: “By whose authority do you teach?”
               24 “Answer a question,” he said, “then I’ll tell you by whose authority I do what I
               do. 25 Was John’s baptism of God, or humans?” They thought if they said, “God,” he’d say,
               “Then why didn’t you believe him?” 26 But they feared the crowd if they said, “human,” for the crowd saw John as a prophet.
               27 They said, “We don’t know.” He said, “Then I won’t say on whose authority I act.
               28 Now, think about this: a man tells his first son to work in the vineyard. 29 He says, ‘No. I don’t want to.’ But later, he changes his mind, and he goes. 30 The man tells a second son the same thing. He says, ‘Yes, sir,’ but he doesn’t go.
               31 Who did the father’s will?” “The first,” they said. “O yes, indeed, I say tax collectors
               and prostitutes go ahead of you into God’s kingdom. 32 When John showed the right way, you didn’t believe; tax collectors and prostitutes
               did. But, even with their witness, you didn’t believe.”

       

      

      

      In this section, Matthew depicts three teaching moments. In the first, he shows Jesus
         using a tree as a prop to remind the disciples that God, who knows all needs, always
         responds to prayers that ask for greater faith: “If you needed a mountain to move,
         to whom would you turn for the power to believe you could move it?” [vv.18–22]. He
         describes a second lesson as the result of Jesus being provoked by officials who trusted
         their own judgment so strongly that, even after Jesus had helped them see they couldn’t
         trust their judgment, they seemed unmoved by his invitation to let go of their delusional
         self-confidence [vv.23–27].
      

      
       As Matthew describes it, Jesus, undaunted by this failure to enlighten his adversaries,
         began a third moment of teaching in which we hear another story or parable about the
         kingdom. It makes the obvious point that someone who cares about the wishes of another
         will learn to share those wishes even if, at first, there is a reluctance to do so.
         In other words, to repair a relationship, one needs to change the choice that damaged
         the relationship [vv.28–31a].
      

      
       These lessons are summed up by Matthew with Jesus’ recollections about crafty tax
         collectors and worldly-wise prostitutes who realized their confidence had been misplaced.
         They therefore gave up faith in themselves, and they turned to God. Matthew depicts
         Jesus commenting sadly on the fact that their witness of placing trust in God apparently
         didn’t encourage the priests and elders to hear the Good News about repentance [vv.31b–32].
      

      
      Jesus Teaches about Judgment [Mt.21:33–46]

      
      33 Jesus told another parable: “A man planted a vineyard, fenced it, put in a wine press
               and a watch tower, then leased it and moved away. 34 At harvest time, he sent servants to collect his share. 35 The tenants took the servants and beat one, killed another, and stoned a third. 36 He then sent a larger delegation of servants, but the tenants treated them the same.
               37 At last he sent his son, thinking, ‘They’ll respect my son.’ 38 But, the tenants said, ‘This is the heir. Kill him, and the inheritance is ours!’
               39 They threw him out of the vineyard and killed him. 
40 When the owner himself comes, what will he do to the tenants?” 41 They said, “He’ll give those evil men an evil end, and lease to trustworthy tenants.”
               42 “Have you read in scripture: ‘The stone rejected by the builders becomes the corner
               stone. The Lord did this. Isn’t that wonderful!’ [Ps.18:22–23]? 43 The kingdom will be taken from you and given to those who will find it fruitful.”
               [44 A comment about being destroyed by a stone is missing in most manuscripts.] 45 The chief priests and Pharisees realized the parables were about them. 46 They wanted to arrest him but feared to do so, for the crowds saw him as a prophet.

       

      

      

      We can listen to this parable as though it’s addressed only to the Jewish officials
         who’ve questioned Jesus’ right to teach (see 21:23). Matthew even tells us the officials
         made this assumption [v.45]. It’s easy not only to see that the tenants’ behavior
         is foolish [vv.33–39], but also to see how the officials are like them, and it’s chilling
         to hear the officials say they understand the fate of double-dealers who break a deal.
         For they are double-dealers when they put trust in themselves rather than the God
         who made a Covenant with them—in effect, killing their relationship with God [vv.40–41].
      

      
       Any pleasure we take in judging the hectoring officials may be spoiled by the question
         addressed to them about the psalm describing God’s habit of doing the unexpected [v.42].
         Perhaps we don’t find it wonderful that God surprises us and challenges our prejudices.
         But, according to Matthew, Jesus said that only those who learned to rejoice in God’s
         unpredictable way of shaping life would be ready to enjoy God’s kingdom. And those
         who refused to learn this lesson would never enjoy the kingdom [v.43].
      

      
       Matthew gives us a hint of what keeps the officials from being able to learn, to
         repent, or to hear the Good News. As he reports in Jesus’ description of them, they’re
         obsessed by public opinion and by the power they have to shape that opinion [vv.45–46].
         It seems that, if they feel certain they already know how life should be shaped, no
         parable about repentance and a change of heart can possibly sound like Good News to
         them.
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      Good News for Those Who Seek 
the Kingdom [Mt.22:1–14]
      

      
      1 Still teaching in the Temple, Jesus told another parable: 2 “The kingdom of heaven is like a king who prepared a wedding feast for his son. 3 He sent servants to call the invited to the banquet, but they didn’t want to come.
               4 He instructed other servants, ‘Tell the invited, “Look, my fattened cattle are slaughtered
               and everything’s prepared. Come to the banquet.”’ 5 But they paid no attention. One went off to his estate, another to his business.
               6 Others grabbed the servants, then tortured and killed them. 7 The furious king sent troops to wipe out the murderers and burn their cities. 8 Then he said to his servants, ‘The wedding feast’s ready, but the invited wouldn’t
               come. 9 Go now to the crossroads and invite whoever you encounter.’ 10 The servants invited everyone on the road—good and bad—until the feast was full.
               11 The king entered and saw a man reclining at table without a wedding garment. 12 ‘Friend,’ he said, ‘why aren’t you wearing a wedding garment?’ He said nothing. 13 He told his servants, ‘Throw him, bound, into the dark to weep and gnash his teeth.’”
               14 Then Jesus said, “Many are called, but few are chosen.”

       

      

      

      If we imagine Jesus addressing the officials who’ve been resisting his teaching [see
         21:45], we may think this parable is aimed only at them. Like the parable about bone-headed
         tenants [see 21:33–41], it describes extremely foolish and shockingly violent actions.
         Few who hear this story will say, “I can see myself doing that.” And few will find
         it difficult to sympathize with the king’s decision to punish such behavior [vv.1–7].
      

      
       But it may surprise us that the king in the story isn’t disheartened by the rudeness
         of those who spurned his invitation. He wants a feast, so he seeks anyone who’ll accept
         an invitation. And he gets his wish. His hall is filled with festive diners [vv.8–10].
         So, why the fuss about one improperly dressed guest? Well, suppose you hear that your
         whole town’s been invited to a party, and you arrive to find that the party is actually
         a wedding feast. Should you go home to dress properly for the occasion? The man in
         the story can’t answer that question [vv.11–12]. The invitation to the feast doesn’t
         seem as important to him as it is to the king. If we’re like that man—if we don’t
         accept God’s invitation as he defines it—we’ll have no reason to stay at the feast.
         Matthew tells us that Jesus said people will groan their regrets with grimaces on
         their faces if they don’t take God’s invitation to his kingdom seriously [v.13]. The
         last words of this lesson, “few are chosen,” remind us that it’s not enough for God
         to invite us into his kingdom. We must choose to respond—a choice that he will affirm,
         making us “chosen” [v.14].
      

      
      Jesus Turns a Trap into a Lesson [Mt.22:15–22]

      
      15 The Pharisees left the Temple to plan how to catch Jesus in an error. 16 They sent their disciples and some staunch supporters of King Herod to say, “Teacher,
               we know you’re honest, teaching God’s way truly. You’re not concerned with opinion
               or prestige. 17 So, what do you think is right: can we pay a tax to Caesar, or not?” 18 Jesus saw their ill will. “What fakers,” he said. “Why try to trick me? 19 Show me the coin that pays the tax.” They gave him a denarius. 20 “Whose head’s this, and whose title?” he asked. 21 “The emperor’s,” they said. “Give Caesar’s things to Caesar. Give God’s things to
               God,” he said. 22 Dumbfounded, they left.

       

      

      

      Matthew has repeatedly depicted Jesus as a man whose words and actions proclaim a
         deep belief in the Covenant, God’s promise to care for his people. In his teaching,
         Jesus has described the joy of repenting, turning away from all other blandishments,
         and putting one’s trust in God. In his acts of healing, Jesus has demonstrated his
         faith that God is fulfilling the plan he initiated at creation: to share divine life
         with us humans. Jesus’ faith will soon be tested as he faces death, but, according
         to Matthew, up to this point in the story, few people have shown such faith, and many
         have doubted Jesus’ teaching. Here, for example, Jewish officials in Jerusalem not
         only mistrust Jesus but also work to discredit him [v.15].
      

      
       The exaggerated politeness with which Matthew describes the question from the Pharisees’
         flunkies makes them sound like bad actors: “Surely you, teacher, will tell the truth
         at all cost” [vv.16–17]. Matthew says that, despite this condescending bit of posturing,
         Jesus used the occasion to continue to teach. We hear that he dismissed their playacting,
         then got to the point [v.18]. Matthew assumes the reader realizes that the Jewish
         people weren’t happy to pay a tax to their foreign occupiers, and that they resented
         even the reminder of this imposition as it was symbolized by Caesar’s face and motto
         on a coin. But the Jewish people had no power to resist Caesar’s tax, so they had
         to pay it [vv.19–21a].
      

      
       However, the people had freely entered into a relationship with God: “I’m your God;
         you will have no others” (see Ex.20:2–3). This relationship frees God’s people from
         turning to anyone else for their deepest needs. Jesus’ teaching, as Matthew presents
         it, insists that, if you’re a partner in this relationship—the Covenant—you should
         act out your commitment to it by giving God your complete trust. You should put yourself
         in God’s hands [v.21b]. There’s nothing more to say [v.22].
      

      
      Another Trap, Another Lesson [Mt.22:23–33]

      
      23 Later, Sadducees—those who maintained there was no resurrection—came up to him in
               the Temple to question him. 24 “Teacher, Moses said, ‘If a man dies childless, his brother should take his wife
               and raise children with her’ [Dt.25:5–6]. 25 Now, the first of seven brothers marries, dies childless, and leaves his wife to
               his brother. 26 Then the second dies, then the third, and so on to the seventh. 27 Then the woman dies. 28 In ‘the resurrection,’ whose wife will she be, if she was married to all?” 29 Jesus said, “You’re confused because you know neither scripture nor God’s power.
               30 There’s no marrying for the resurrected. In heaven we’re like angels. 31 Haven’t you read what God said [in scripture] about the resurrection of the dead?
               32 ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob’ [Ex.3:6]. Well, he
               isn’t God of the dead, but of the living!” 33 The crowds who heard this were dazzled by his teaching.

       

      

      

      Matthew has described Jesus’ visit to the Temple (see 21:23) as a succession of challenges
         from influential Jewish groups. Here, some Sadducees, a group supporting priestly
         reform, try to trip Jesus up [v.23]. On the surface, their question seems both sensible
         and pious. They want to know how a Jew can live life forever and also live according
         to the Law that spells out the proper response to the Covenant [vv.24–28]. Matthew
         tells us Jesus said their question revealed ignorance about matters that devout students
         of the Law should understand [v.29].
      

      
       We hear that their ignorance flowed from false assumptions. First, because they could
         see God’s creation of human life unfolding here on earth, they assumed they understood
         God’s creative plan. Matthew says Jesus corrected this assumption by saying those
         resurrected from the dead would be “like angels” [v.30]. Some readers might wish the
         dialogue included the question, “Teacher, how do you know that?” But the point here
         is not that Jesus knows something the Sadducees don’t. The fact that they can’t possibly
         be certain about the truth of their assertion is the lesson Jesus wants them to learn.
         Second, although they supposedly pored over scripture, they seemed not to recognize
         the God described there—a God who creates and sustains life; a God whose promises
         to care for Abraham and all his children were still alive and taking effect [vv.31–32].
      

      
       From Matthew’s description of the crowd’s response we can guess either that they
         were excited by Jesus’ clear profession of faith in God’s everlasting care, or that
         they were surprised by the besting of the Sadducees—or both [v.33].
      

      
      One More Confrontation; 
Two More Lessons [Mt.22:34–46]
      

      
      34 When the Pharisees heard he’d silenced the Sadducees, they came back to the Temple.
               35 A legal scholar among them asked Jesus a wily question: 36 “Teacher, which is the great commandment of the Law?” 37 “‘You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all your soul, and
               with all your mind’ [Dt.6:5],” said Jesus. 38 “This is the great and first commandment. 39 The second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’ [Lv.19:18]. 40 These two sum up the Law, and the prophets.” 41 Jesus then asked the Pharisees a question: 42 “What about ‘the Christ’? Whose son is he?” “The son of David,” they said. 43 “Wasn’t David inspired by the Spirit to call him ‘Lord’ [Ps.110:1]: 44 ‘The Lord said to my Lord, “Sit at my right as I put your enemies under your foot.”’
               45 So, if David calls him ‘Lord,’ how can he be his son?” 46 No one answered. And, from that day, they asked no more questions.

       

      

      

      The Pharisees here return to challenge Jesus’ teaching [v.34]—asking a simple question,
         complicated by its range of possible answers [vv.35–36]. But Matthew tells us that
         Jesus simply reminded his listeners of verses from the Book of Deuteronomy, which
         all devout Jews pray several times a day to remind themselves of the essence of the
         Covenant [vv.37–38]. We hear Jesus add that the Covenant also requires us to care
         for our neighbor as God cares for us [v.39]. Those commands sum up the whole Covenant
         [v.40].
      

      
       The question Matthew says Jesus put to the Pharisees about the identity of “the Christ”—a
         title derived from the Greek, meaning God’s “Anointed One”—is aimed at discovering
         how the Pharisees think God intends to fulfill the Covenant. Their answer suggests
         they thought God would fulfill his promise to care for them by anointing another king
         from the line of David—a descendant, or “son,” who might return Israel to its ancient
         glory [vv.41–42]. But Matthew says Jesus told them to notice that scripture describes
         David expressing a much greater hope. He pictures David proclaiming the first words
         of Psalm 110 [vv.43–44]. Then Jesus asks them how the “Lord” whom God invites to sit
         at his right—and to whom the Lord, God, promises to give victory over all enemies—could
         be merely a descendant or son of David [v.45].
      

      
       Matthew ends the scene with silence. We can picture the Pharisees thinking, “Wouldn’t
         it be wonderful if God were to come personally to our aid,” or thinking, “That’s impossible!”
         Whatever the Pharisees may have thought, Matthew tells us they sought no more answers
         [v.46].
      

      
      
   
      

      The Price of Lessons Not Learned
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      Jesus Warns against Bad Example [Mt.23:1–12]

      
      1 Still in the Temple, Jesus turned to address his disciples and the people there:
               
2 “Scribes and Pharisees have taken Moses’ seat. 3 Follow their instructions, but not their example. 4 They put together heavy burdens for others’ backs, but lift not a finger to help.
               5 All their works are for show—such as enlarged phylacteries and lengthened tassels.
               6 They love high places at banquets and the first seats in synagogues. 7 They love respectful greetings at the market, and to be called, ‘Rabbi.’ 8 Call none of you ‘Rabbi.’ You have one ‘Teacher.’ You’re all ‘siblings.’ 9 Don’t call anyone ‘Father.’ You have one Father in heaven. 10 Nor should you call anyone ‘Master.’ You have one Master, the Christ. 11 The greatest among you will be your servant. 12 Those who make themselves lofty will be humbled. Those who make light of themselves
               will be exalted.”

       

      

      

      With the Pharisees no longer asking questions (see 22:46), Matthew says Jesus turned
         to speak to his disciples and the remaining crowd [v.1], telling them, first, to respect
         the scholarship of teachers who, like Moses, interpret the Law. But we hear Jesus
         add that, though scribes and Pharisees could cite scripture accurately, they couldn’t
         be trusted to interpret it properly [vv.2–3]. For instance, Matthew describes some
         Jewish officials interpreting Sabbath rules so strictly they forgot the Sabbath’s
         purpose (see 12:1–12); and we’ve heard that some officials made such a fetish of legalisms
         they failed to take the Law to heart (see 15:1–9). Here Matthew shows us Jesus accusing
         them of turning the Law into a burden [v.4] and being anxious to make their pious
         practices look more pious than the devotion of others [vv.5–7].
      

      
       According to Matthew, Jesus wanted his disciples to behave differently—to notice
         they were all children of the same God. Children have to learn, of course, but Jesus
         says God’s children won’t need any teacher other than him [v.8]. Neither will they
         need a father other than God [v.9]; nor will they need a leader other than the one
         chosen and anointed for them by God [v.10]. We hear Jesus say that greatness—and that
         would include great piety—lies in noticing the needs of others and responding to them
         [v.11]. This is like God’s greatness—the greatness of the God who promises eternal
         care for our needs. Those who puff themselves up grandly, even in displays of piety,
         will eventually deflate. But, as Jesus taught earlier [see 5:3], those who recognize
         their lowliness can let themselves be lifted up and cared for by God [v.12].
      

      
      A Lament about Bad Teaching [Mt.23:13–22]

      
      13 In the Temple, Jesus continued to speak to his disciples and the crowd. “Woe to you,
               scribes and Pharisees. Imposters! You bar the kingdom of heaven. You don’t enter,
               and you keep others from entering! [14 Commentators say this line about stealing from widows is a late addition.] 15 Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees. Imposters! You travel sea and land for one convert,
               but make that one twice more eager than you to be a child of false worship. 16 Woe to you, blind guides. You say, ‘Don’t swear by the Temple, but by the Temple’s
               gold.’ 17 Blind and dim-witted! What’s greater: Temple gold, or the Temple that sanctifies
               it? 
18 You say, ‘Don’t swear by the altar, but by the gift on the altar.’ 19 You’re blind! What’s greater: the gift, or the altar that makes it sacred? 20 An oath sworn ‘By the altar!’ includes everything on it. 21 Swearing ‘By the Temple!’ is a pledge by the Temple and by him who dwells there. 22 Swearing, ‘By heaven!’ swears by God’s throne and by the God who sits there!”

       

      

      

      Here Matthew begins to describe an outburst of concern that continues below. Although
         the description lists numerous examples of gross obtuseness, it isn’t the ravings
         of a teacher who’s lost patience with ignorant students. It’s an instruction on how
         to notice and avoid the seductive delusion that makes certain teachings so attractive—and
         so deadly. We may picture the now-silenced scribes and Pharisees still lurking in
         the crowd (see 22:46–23:1), but this lesson is a strong warning for anyone attracted
         to the opposite of the Good News of repentance.
      

      
       Jesus is described complaining that some teach others that they can build the kingdom
         of heaven by carefully observing religious rules and rituals. This busy self-righteousness
         is not the way to the kingdom of heaven [v.13]. He also says that, when others are
         encouraged to indulge in pious self-regard, they’ll find ways to double that haughty
         indulgence. Self-satisfaction, says Jesus, is the ultimate false worship—worship that
         will lead nowhere but to Gehenna, a place where everyone’s ablaze with all-consuming
         regret [v.15]. Some teachers also encourage a self-consciously false reverence for
         God. They say, “Don’t even mention his name!” They then concoct elaborate phrases
         to make themselves sound wise. This misleads God’s children, who’ve been commanded
         by their Father to look to him for wisdom [vv.16–20].
      

      
       Matthew says Jesus emphasized the freedom of God’s children to appeal to their Father
         by reminding his audience that all needs are brought directly to God—not to the Temple,
         nor the heavens, nor to a throne [vv.21–22]. Though this is a lament, it’s also a
         lesson in the Good News.
      

      
      The Lament Continues [Mt.23:23–39]

      
      23 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees. Hypocrites! You offer God ten percent of mint,
               dill, and cumin, but forget the Law’s essence: justice, mercy, and faith. Do both!
               24 You’re blind guides. You filter out a gnat, but swallow a camel. 25 Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees. Hypocrites! You scrub the outside of cup and bowl,
               but let your insides remain full of greed and self-indulgence. 26 Blind Pharisee! Scour the inside first! Then clean the surface. 27 Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees. You’re like whitewashed graves—perfect outside,
               but inside, piled with dead bones and all other foulness. 28 You appear righteous to others, but within, you’re full of deceit and wickedness.
               29 Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees. Hypocrites! You build tombs for the prophets and
               memorials to the righteous. 
30 You say, ‘If we’d lived in our ancestors’ day, we would not have helped them shed
               the prophets’ blood.’ 31 Your words reveal that you’re descended from the prophets’ assassins! 32 You complete the work of your ancestors! 33 Snakes! Vipers’ spawn! How can you avoid the blaze of Gehenna’s eternal regret? 
34 Watch: I send prophets, sages, and scribes whom you’ll kill, crucify, beat, and exile.
               35 On you is all the blood shed by all the righteous—from Abel, to Zechariah (killed
               in the Temple! [2 Chr.24:22]). 36 O yes, indeed, I say this is the fate facing this generation. 37 Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you killed the prophets and stoned God’s messengers. I so wanted
               to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her brood, but you weren’t willing.
               38 Look! Your house is abandoned. 39 You won’t see me until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the Lord’s name.’”

       

      

      

      Matthew’s description of Jesus’ passionate instruction continues with examples of
         self-righteousness. We fuss about offerings, but forget they’re intended to remind
         us that all is from God—especially the gifts of mercy, faith, and justice [v.23].
         How foolish that fussiness looks [v.24]. We concentrate on good appearances, and ignore
         our ingrained greediness [v.25]. How backward [v.26]! We know tombs hide foulness,
         and we know the human heart is murky with conflicting desires [v.27]. How hard we
         work to pretend that isn’t so [v.28]. We imagine ourselves as better than others [vv.29–30];
         how unpleasant to see we’re just like them [v.31]; how horrifying to think we’re much
         worse [v.32]; and how disastrous it will be if we don’t face this truth [v.33]. Whenever
         we hear followers of Jesus proclaiming repentance, we should recall that many before
         us resisted this message; and we should be shocked to find ourselves in such lethal
         company [vv.34–35]. Yes, that includes us [v.36]. Matthew portrays Jesus wanting to
         teach the inhabitants of Jerusalem—that is, all who’ve been invited into God’s Covenant—to
         turn to God [v.37]. All have been chosen to be the abode of God; but we choose to
         live by ourselves, left in our own company [v.38]. But even now we could turn to Jesus
         as the one sent by God (see Ps.118:26) with Good News for those who need repentance
         [v.39]. What a blessing it would be to see ourselves as being spiritually poor—in
         need of the riches only God can give (see 5:3).
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      Repentance Takes a Lifetime [Mt.24:1–14]

      
      1 As Jesus was leaving the Temple, his disciples pointed out its beauty. 2 “All this?” he asked. “O yes, indeed, I say none of these stones will stay standing.”
               
3 Later, on Mt. Olives, they asked, “What will be the sign of your coming—of the end?”
               4 “Don’t let others deceive you,” said Jesus. 5 “Many will come in my name saying, ‘I’m the Christ,’ tricking many. 6 You’ll hear of wars and threats of war. Don’t worry. They’ll come. It’s not the end.
               7 Nations will fight, kingdom against kingdom. There will be famines and earthquakes.
               8 This is but the beginning of the birth struggle. 9 They’ll persecute and kill you. Every nation will hate you because of my name. 10 Many will stumble and lose faith, betraying and hating one another. 11 There will be many phony prophets, and they’ll convince many. 12 Because more and more will disregard the Law, many will become cold to love. 13 But those who are patient will find salvation. 14 The Good News of the kingdom will be proclaimed to all nations. Then the end will
               come.”

       

      

      

      Matthew says the disciples’ awe of the Temple prompted Jesus to note it would one
         day fall [vv.1–2]. Previously, Matthew said Jesus assured them he would reappear when
         God’s plan was fulfilled (see 10:23; 13:41; 16:27). Now they want to know what will
         signal the end—the fulfillment [v.3]. But Jesus tells them not to look for signs [vv.4–5].
         People will continue to argue and fight as unpredictably as the rain falls and the
         earth shakes [vv.6–7] because humanity is still grappling with God’s offer of love
         and care, and God’s plan of creation is still in its early stage of unfolding [v.8].
      

      
       Then we hear again about the strong resistance the disciples will meet (see 10:17ff.).
         When they proclaim people’s need for God’s care, many will feel insulted and will
         react violently [v.9]. Even some who once trusted in God’s care will become prideful
         and unloving [v.10]. Any message that promotes self-confidence will be much more attractive
         than placing confidence in God [v.11]. If the Covenant of love is ignored, loving
         God and loving one another will seem pointless [v.12].
      

      
       Although this sounds grim, we hear Jesus tell his disciples not to panic. It takes
         time to let go of anxiously fretting about oneself and turn, instead, to God for help.
         Life is a long process of learning that repentance leads to salvation, healing, and
         freedom from all distress [v.13]. Matthew says Jesus then told the disciples that
         the “end” would come only after people everywhere had heard the Good News that, if
         they repented, they would be on the way to the kingdom of heaven [v.14].
      

      
      Repentance and Faithfulness Will Be Necessary Right to the End [Mt.24:15–28]

      
      15 Sitting on Mt. Olives with his disciples, Jesus continued to speak of “the end.”
               “You’ll see the ‘abomination of desolation’ standing in the Temple as Daniel described.
               (Let the reader take note [of Dn.9:27].) 16 Then those in Judea should flee to the mountains. 17 If you’re on the roof, don’t stop on the way down to take things from the house. 18 If you’re in the field, don’t run home for your cloak. 
19 Alas for those pregnant or nursing at that time. 20 Hope the time for fleeing isn’t in winter or on a Sabbath. 21 The distress at that time will be deep—never seen before, and never to recur. 22 If those days weren’t cut short, no one would survive. But, for the Chosen, they’ll
               be made brief. 23 If someone tells you, ‘Here’s the Christ!’ or, ‘No, over here!’ don’t believe them.
               24 Phony Christs and prophets will show up with signs and wonders to deceive, if possible,
               even the Chosen. 
25 See? I’ve told you ahead of time. 26 So, if they say, ‘He’s in the desert,’ don’t go; or, ‘He’s in the pantry,’ don’t
               believe it. 27 Just as lightning in the east is seen all the way to the west, so the Son of Man
               will appear. 28 Where a corpse is, there will vultures gather.

       

      

      

      Matthew tells us Jesus associated “the end” with a rejection of the Covenant [v.15].
         He says the disciples were reminded that the children of God once rejected God in
         favor of a foreign king (see Dn.9:27; 11:21–31), and he says they were told to flee
         from this sort of choice as far and as quickly as possible [v.16]. No possessions,
         not even clothes, should delay this flight [vv.17–18]. If people are hindered by a
         physical condition or need, or if weather or religious custom slows them down, they
         may find fleeing difficult, but they should flee [vv.19–20]. (We needn’t associate
         this flight from danger with any particular historical event. The danger is posed
         not by particular individuals or circumstances but by selfishness in the heart.) There
         never was, nor ever will be, a worse fate, or “end,” than choosing to be ruled by
         human ambitions [v.21]. And yet the impulse to satisfy our selfish cravings is potent.
         Given enough time, the impulse might overpower even those who’ve chosen to let God
         care for their needs [v.22].
      

      
       We hear Jesus tell the disciples not to be seduced by those who say they’ve found
         a messiah [v.23]. Yes, anyone can fall prey to the persuasive power of a false message
         [v.24]. So remember this warning [v.25]. Jesus won’t hide anywhere or appear secretly
         [v.26]. When he fulfills his promise to return (see 16:27), his arrival will be as
         obvious as lightning [v.27]. The appearance of Jesus—the Son of Man bringing the kingdom
         to all who’ve sought it—will be as obvious as buzzards circling a dead body [v.28].
         It will be that clear.
      

      
      The Teachings of Jesus, the Son of Man, 
Will Prove True [Mt.24:29–35]
      

      
      29 Jesus was still speaking of “the end” as he sat with his disciples on Mt. Olives.
               “After that troubled time, the sun will be dark, the moon won’t shine, stars will
               fall, and all heavenly powers will crumble. 30 Then the sign of the Son of Man will appear. The tribes of the earth will repent
               when they see the Son of Man coming on heaven’s clouds with power and great glory.
               31 He’ll send his angels to gather the Chosen with a trumpet blast from the four winds,
               from end to end of heaven. 32 Apply a lesson from the fig tree: when its branches become supple and begin to leaf,
               you know summer’s near. 33 So, when you see these things, know the Son of Man is at the door. 34 O yes, indeed, I say this generation won’t pass away until all this happens. 35 Heaven and earth will pass away. My words won’t pass away.”

       

      

      

      Matthew’s been portraying Jesus’ description of “the end” with images used by the
         author of the Book of Daniel. Here [v.29], there are images from other prophetic books
         of scripture. Jesus’ instruction is therefore a reminder of what hearers of scripture
         have already been taught: though all we see will fail, God’s Covenant will prevail.
         With another echo from the Book of Daniel (see Dn.7:13), Jesus’ words assure the disciples
         that he himself will be the evidence of God’s power and glory—evidence so clear that
         all who take it in will be moved, at last, to repent [v.30]. There’s no need to worry
         about missing this great moment. Just as the king in the parable went to great lengths
         to fill his feast (see 22:9–10), Jesus will send angels everywhere to assemble all
         who accepted God’s invitation to be his Chosen Ones [v.31].
      

      
       Then we hear Jesus encouraging his disciples to be as sensible about the signs of
         God’s work as they are about the signs of the seasons [v.32]. Each year, we expect
         the summer. We’re sure it will come, even if winter is exceptionally long and cold.
         We can be just as sure the kinds of things described above (starting at 24:5) will
         unfold. Even though such events may unsettle and shock us, they will open the door
         to Jesus revealing that the Good News is indeed true [v.33]. As Matthew narrates this
         Gospel, he knows we’ve heard of the resurrection. So, in a sense, the “generation”
         addressed by Jesus and by the evangelists has already witnessed his return in glory
         [v.34]. But the promise made by Jesus to return is not about a specific date. It’s
         an assurance of a specific truth: all in this generation—this world, this creation—will
         surely see the things of earth fail. And, just as certainly, we’ll see that Jesus’
         proclamation of God’s kingdom (see 4:17) and his promise of its realization (see 5:6)
         will be fulfilled [v.35].
      

      
      So, Wait for Jesus’ Teachings to 
Prove True [Mt.24:36–51]
      

      
      36 Jesus continued to speak about “the end” as he sat with his disciples on Mt. Olives.
               “No one knows the day or time [of the coming of the Son of Man]—not the angels; not
               the Son of Man; only the Father. 37 The coming of the Son of Man will be as it was in Noah’s day. 38 Before the flood, they ate, drank, betrothed, married—right up to the time Noah boarded
               the ark. 39 They were heedless until the flood came. So, too, when the Son of Man comes. 40 Two men will be in a field, and one taken, the other left. 41 Two women milling flour; one taken, the other left. 42 So, watch! You don’t know the day your Lord is coming. 43 If a householder knew when a thief was coming, he’d be awake to stop the break-in.
               44 That’s the reason for being ready—you don’t know when the Son of Man will come. 45 Who’s the wise, trusty slave asked by the master to feed and pay the others on time?
               46 Happy the slave whom the master finds doing the task properly. 47 O yes, indeed, I tell you he’ll put that one in charge of everything he owns! 48 But suppose a wicked servant says, ‘My master delays his coming.’ 
49 Suppose he beats his fellow slaves, and eats and drinks with drunks. 50 That slave’s master will come at an unexpected day and hour. 51 He’ll cut him off and put him with hypocrites—with much grimacing and tears.”

       

      

      

      Matthew says Jesus told the disciples to leave the scheduling of creation’s completion
         to the Father [v.36]. However, ignorance about the timing of God’s plan shouldn’t
         keep us from watching it unfold and looking forward to Jesus’ return to share his
         glory—unless we want to ignore God, as did the people in the story of the flood [vv.37–39].
         We don’t have to stop life’s ordinary activities in order to be attentive to God,
         but we should take care not to let daily life consume us. Otherwise, we’ll find ourselves
         protesting, “But I can’t be taken now; I have work to complete” [vv.40–41]. Let yourself
         be distracted by God’s work, not yours. For example, we hear Jesus ask his disciples
         to imagine how a homeowner, warned of a break-in, would watch for any sign of an intruder.
         That’s the sort of mindfulness we should practice [vv.42–44].
      

      
       Another example of watchfulness describes servants left to run the household in the
         master’s absence. Although Matthew portrays Jesus asking the disciples’ opinion [v.45],
         Jesus’ opinion is clear from the description of the servants’ responses. One shares
         the master’s concerns and is rewarded for that trustworthiness by being made a partner
         in the estate [vv.46–47]. The other servant doesn’t think his master truly cares about
         the household. So he doesn’t care for it either—only for himself [vv.48–49]. When
         the master returns suddenly, he’ll accept the slave for what he is, a deceiver, and
         he’ll banish him to the company of frauds. Once there, the faker will grind his teeth
         and weep with frustration over his foolish choice [vv.50–51].
      

      
      
   
      

      Repentance—Accepting the Covenant—Will Transform You
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      Do You Take the Covenant Seriously? [Mt.25:1–13]

      
      1 Jesus continued teaching his disciples on Mt. Olives. “The kingdom of heaven is like
               ten maidens who take oil lamps and go to meet a bridegroom. 2 Five were thoughtless. Five were thoughtful. 3 The thoughtless didn’t bring oil along with their lamps. 4 The thoughtful brought oil flasks as well as lamps. 5 When there was a delay in the bridegroom’s arrival, they all became sleepy. 6 At midnight came the cry, ‘Look! The bridegroom! Go meet him!’ 7 All the maidens awoke and trimmed their lamps. 8 But the thoughtless said to the provident, ‘Share your oil. Our lamps are going out.’
               9 ‘There’s not enough for us all,’ the others said. ‘Go to the oil merchant and buy
               some.’ 10 As they left, the bridegroom came, entered the wedding feast with the maidens who
               were prepared, and shut the door. 
11 Later, the other maidens came back and said, ‘Lord, Lord, open up for us.’ 
12 ‘O yes, indeed,’ he answered, ‘I tell you I don’t know you.’ 13 So, keep watching, because you don’t know the day or hour.”

       

      

      

      This parable continues the above lessons in watchfulness, but also stresses the relationship—the
         Covenant—that creates our expectation of Jesus’ return. In this story of a wedding
         party [v.1], Matthew reports Jesus saying that some attendants took seriously their
         role as members of a wedding. Others didn’t give it much thought [v.2]. Anyone who’s
         been involved in a wedding knows weddings are complicated enough without worrying
         about the attendants. In this story, some women who were asked to welcome a bride
         to her new home with a parade of lights weren’t prepared to fulfill their role [v.3].
         Others, apparently sharing the groom’s desire to give the bride a joyous reception,
         made special plans to do so [v.4].
      

      
       Those who accept the role of groomsman or bridesmaid know they’ll have to adjust
         their schedules to help a bride or groom. Matthew shows us that the attentive women
         in the parable were prepared to adjust to the groom’s delay, but the other women not
         only were unready, but also expected others to share in their carelessness [vv.5–8]—a
         choice the prepared women didn’t want to make [v.9]. We hear that the women who took
         the groom’s invitation seriously made it possible for the feast to begin [v.10], and
         that the groom didn’t recognize the tardy attendants because they were obviously not
         the women he’d thought they were: they hadn’t taken a serious interest in his plans
         [vv.11–12]. So if you’re interested in God’s plan—his plan to bring us, his children,
         to his kingdom—you’ll take the plan seriously and will keep watching for it to come
         to fruition [v.13].
      

      
      Is the Covenant a Good Deal? [Mt.25:14–30]

      
      14 As he sat with his disciples on Mt. Olives, Jesus said more about the kingdom. “It’s
               like a man entrusting money to servants before going on a journey. 15 He gave one five talents; a second, two; a third, one—as suited their skills—and
               left. 16 The one with five talents put them to work and made five more. 17 And the second, with two talents, made two more. 18 But the fellow with one dug a hole and buried his master’s money. 19 A long time passes, then the master returns to settle accounts with his servants.
               20 The one given five came up and said, ‘Lord, you gave me five; here’s five more.’
               21 ‘Well done, good, faithful servant,’ he said. ‘You were trusty in this small thing,
               so I’ll put you in charge of much more. Enter into the joy of your master.’ 22 Then the one given two said, ‘Lord, you gave me two, and I earned two more.’ 23 ‘Well done, good and faithful servant,’ he said. ‘You were trusty in small things,
               so I’ll put you in charge of much more. Enter your master’s joy.’ 24 Then the fellow given one said, ‘Lord, I knew you were tough—reaping where you didn’t
               sow; harvesting what you didn’t plant. 25 I was afraid. I hid the money in the ground. See, you have back what’s yours.’ 
26 ‘Wicked and lazy slave,’ he said. ‘You knew I reap where I don’t sow, harvest what
               I don’t plant. 27 You should’ve put the money with bankers so that, on my return, I’d get interest.
               28 Take his talent. Give it to the one with ten. 29 Those who have will get more—to overflowing. Those who have not will lose all. 30 Throw this useless slave into the dark, where tears run and teeth grind.’”

       

      

      

      The simple and remarkable point of this story is that God wants to make his kingdom
         flourish by giving us full shares in it. The story says a property owner, who is intent
         on seeing his money earn a profit, makes it possible for his servants to follow his
         example by loaning them talents [vv.14–15]. (A talent was a large monetary unit. There’s
         no play on the modern meaning of the word.) Two servants enjoy imitating the master
         [vv.16–17]. One other refuses to do so [v.18]. The master is so delighted by the attitude
         of the first servants that he makes them partners in his business [vv.19–23]. Though
         the third servant has some business skill (see v.15) and knows his master’s wishes,
         he’s reluctant to accept the opportunity to imitate him [vv.24–25]. The master is
         shocked that this servant has refused such an easy chance to work with him [vv.26–27].
         Nonetheless, he allows him to go his own way—a way that leads to great regret [vv.28,
         30]. Matthew also describes the master making the point that, if you keep investing
         in a good business, you’ll make more and more money, but if you hoard your money and
         invest in nothing, your funds will dry up [v.29]. What Good News to hear that we’re
         invited to be full partners with God in the kingdom. Why would anyone resist this
         deal—this Covenant?
      

      
      The Covenant Affects All You Do [Mt.25:31–46]

      
      31 Jesus then talked about entering the kingdom. “When the Son of Man comes with his
               angels in glory, he’ll sit on his throne of glory. 32 All nations will be assembled before him, and he’ll divide them as a shepherd divides
               sheep from goats. 33 He’ll put sheep to the right, goats to the left. 34 To those on the right, he’ll say, ‘Come, blessed by my Father. Inherit the kingdom
               prepared for you from the world’s beginning. 35 For I was hungry, and you fed me; thirsty, you gave me a drink; a stranger, you invited
               me in. 36 I was naked, you clothed me; sick, you gave me care; imprisoned, you visited me.’
               37 The righteous will say, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, thirsty and
               give you drink? 
38 When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or naked and clothe you? 
39 When did we come to you in sickness or in prison?’ 40 ‘O yes, indeed,’ he’ll say, ‘I tell you, if you did it for the least of mine, you
               did it for me.’ 41 Then he’ll say to those on his left, ‘Leave me, accursed, for the eternal fire made
               for the Deceiver and those who carry his message. 42 I hungered, you didn’t feed me; thirsted, you gave me no drink. 43 You didn’t take me in, a stranger; you didn’t clothe my nakedness, or care for me,
               sick or imprisoned.’ 44 They’ll say, ‘When, Lord, did we see you hungry, thirsty, an outsider, sick, or in
               prison and not care for you?’ 
45 ‘O yes, indeed,’ he’ll say, ‘I tell you what you didn’t do for the least you didn’t
               do for me.’ 46 They’ll go off to eternal regret; the righteous, to eternal life.”

       

      

      

      Matthew says Jesus assured his disciples that, after everyone had heard the Good News
         (see 24:14), their reaction to it would be as clear to God as is the difference between
         a sheep and a goat to a shepherd [vv.31–33]. The righteous are righteous because they’ve
         made the right choice of turning to God for their needs—that is, repented. They’re
         so accustomed to their choice that they scarcely notice how their neediness allows
         them to be moved by other people’s needs [vv.34–39]. The Son of Man will remind them
         that, when they began to believe in God’s care for them, they also began to see the
         needs of the rest of God’s children [v.40]. But those who never feel it’s necessary
         to turn away from their selfishness will see self-interest as natural. They won’t
         notice others’ needs because they’ll have taught themselves to care only for themselves
         [vv.41–45]. 
      

      
       The first part of the last line of the Greek text here can be translated, “They’ll
         go off to eternal punishment.” But the selfish aren’t penalized by some outside force.
         They’re allowed to damn themselves to eternal self-absorption. The right—or righteous—choice
         is to accept the gift of eternal life [v.46].
      

      
      
   
      

      Passover, and the Rejection of Jesus
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      Examples of Accepting and Rejecting 
the Good News [Mt.26:1–16]
      

      
      1 When Jesus finished speaking about “the end,” he told the disciples something else.
               2 “In two days, it’s Passover, and the Son of Man will be handed over to crucifixion.”
               3 Meanwhile, the chief priests and elders had gathered in the courtyard of Caiaphas,
               the high priest. 4 They plotted to entrap Jesus and put him to death. 5 “But not during the Feast,” they said. “The people could riot.” 6 Later, at Bethany [see 21:17], Jesus was dining at the house of Simon, “the Leper.”
               7 A woman came up to him carrying, in alabaster, rich oil that she trickled on his
               head. 8 The disciples, upset by the sight, were saying, “Such waste! 9 That could have been sold for a great price, and the money given to the poor.” 10 Jesus was aware of this and said, “Why belittle the woman? She’s done me a good deed.
               
11 You always have the poor; you don’t always have me. 12 This woman poured oil on me to prepare me for burial. 13 O yes, indeed, I tell you, wherever in the world the Good News is proclaimed, what
               she’s done for me will be recalled.” 14 Then Judas Iscariot, one of the twelve, went to the chief priests. 15 “What will you give if I hand him over?” he asked. They gave thirty silver coins.
               16 He started looking for the moment to hand him over.

       

      

      

      Matthew has described official resistance to Jesus (see, e.g., 12:14), and Jesus’
         intention to face death (see 16:21; 17:22–23). Here, in two brief statements, he describes
         Jesus telling his disciples the feast of Passover would be the moment when those who
         planned his death would hand him over to a Roman-sanctioned execution—that is, crucifixion
         [v.2], and he describes the leaders of the Jerusalem community actually making plans
         for Jesus’ death—but not, if they could manage it, during the feast [vv.3–5].
      

      
       Then Matthew suddenly places us at a meal at the home of someone Jesus may have healed
         from leprosy [v.6]. And, just as suddenly, a woman disciple approaches and gives Jesus
         a lavish gesture of respect [vv.6–7], prompting the disciples at the table to complain
         that the gesture was an expensive waste [vv.8–9]. Matthew portrays Jesus as certain
         she’d done something good [v.10]. Then he describes him explaining why she was right
         to do what she did: her good deed was a way to prepare him for burial; and preparing
         him for death was a more immediate need than the ongoing need to care for the poor
         [vv.11–12]. Matthew has presented her action not just as a display of affection and
         comfort, but also as a proper response to Jesus’ news that he would soon face death.
         Unlike the other disciples, she seems to have accepted this news [v.13]. Judas, on
         the other hand, not only rejects Jesus’ version of Good News, he initiates a plan
         designed to silence its proclamation. Ironically, the plan Matthew tells us Judas
         set in motion would actually help fulfill the Good News [vv.14–16].
      

      
      Jesus Celebrates Passover with 
His Disciples [Mt.26:17–30]
      

      
      17 On the first day of Unleavened Bread, the disciples asked, “Where should we prepare
               the Passover meal for you?” 18 “Go into the city to this man,” he said. “Say, ‘The Teacher says, “My time is near.
               I’m keeping Passover with my disciples at your house.”’” 19 They did as Jesus told them and prepared the Passover meal. 20 In the evening, he reclined at table with the twelve. 21 As they ate, he said, “Ah, yes, indeed, I tell you one of you will betray me.” 22 This distressed them deeply. They were all saying, “It isn’t me, is it, Lord?” 23 He said, “The one who’s put his hand into the same dish with me will betray me. 24 The Son of Man goes just as was written. But woe to the one who hands him over; better
               not to have been born.” 25 Judas, the betrayer, said, “It isn’t me, is it, Rabbi?” “You’ve said it,” he answered.
               26 As they ate, Jesus took bread, gave praise, broke it, gave it to the disciples, and
               said, “Take, eat, this is my body.” 
27 He took the cup, gave thanks, and gave it to them saying, “Drink from it, all of
               you. 28 This is my blood of the Covenant. It will be shed for many to forgive sins. 29 I tell you, now I won’t drink wine until I drink it with you in my Father’s kingdom.”
               30 They sang a hymn, then left for Mt. Olives.

       

      

      

      As Matthew continues to describe Jesus’ last days, his narration seems almost rushed
         (see above, 26:2–7). But Jesus isn’t portrayed as harried: he’d made plans with someone
         who would understand his message [vv.17–18]; disciples prepared the memorial meal
         (see Ex.12:14–20; vv.19–20); and Jesus continued to teach. First, we hear that he
         wanted his disciples to accept the fact that, though they were close enough to him
         to share this communal meal, they weren’t all true to him [v.23]. They couldn’t believe
         this [vv.21–22], so Jesus reminded them that scripture describes just such personal
         animosity [v.24a]. Then, in an appeal to Judas to repent of his deadly plan, we hear
         Jesus say it will bring destruction on the perpetrator [v.24b]. When Judas asked for
         a plain answer, Jesus gave him one [v.25].
      

      
       Judas isn’t mentioned again in this scene, as the narrative moves quickly through
         the rest of the meal as if nothing much happened—except this: Jesus gave himself to
         his disciples. Matthew describes him doing this in the same way he’d fed the hungry
         (see 14:19; 15:36)—that is, he gave thanks and praise to his Father [vv.26–27]. In
         Matthew’s account, Jesus’ blood—his life—is spoken of as the very life and essence
         of the Covenant. For Jesus’ life was consumed by only one thing: seeking to share
         God’s life. He didn’t cling to life as we know it. We hear that all who shared his
         choice, and repented of all other choices, would know forgiveness and divine life
         [v.28]. Jesus now looked forward to nothing else but sharing that life with those
         who, like him, sought it [v.29]. Matthew says that, to end this meal, all joined in
         singing praise [v.30].
      

      
      Jesus Feels Abandoned by All 
but His Father [Mt.26:31–46]
      

      
      31 On Mt. Olives, Jesus says, “You’ll fall away from me tonight. It’s written: ‘I’ll
               strike the shepherd, and the flock will scatter’ [see Zec.13:7]. 32 But after I’m raised, I’ll go before you to Galilee.” 33 Peter said, “Others may fall away, but I never will.” 34 “O yes, indeed, I tell you, before a cock crows, you’ll deny me three times.” 35 “Even if it meant dying, I’d never deny you,” said Peter. The others said the same.
               36 At Gethsemane, “the Oil Press,” Jesus said, “Sit here while I go and pray.” 37 He invited along Peter and the sons of Zebedee, but was mournful and distressed.
               38 “My soul is torn apart to the point of death,” he said. “Stay and watch with me.”
               39 He moved off, fell on his face, and prayed, “Father, if possible, let this cup pass.
               But, not as I want—as you want.” 40 Going to his disciples, he finds them asleep: “Peter, you couldn’t watch one hour?
               41 Watch, pray, or you’ll give in to temptation. The Spirit’s eager, but flesh is feeble.”
               42 He prayed again, “Father, if this can’t happen lest I drink, your will be done.”
               43 He found them sleeping again, their eyes heavy with sleep. 44 He left, and prayed the same thing again. 45 Going back to them, he says, “Still sleeping? Look: this hour the Son of Man is handed
               to sinners. 46 Get up. Let’s go. See? My betrayer is right here.”

       

      

      

      Matthew continues to narrate Jesus’ last hours succinctly. Though he just described
         Jesus and his disciples praising God with expressions of faith (see 26:30), Jesus
         is now portrayed asking his disciples to consider the possibility that, like people
         described in the Book of Zechariah, they will be faithless [v.31]. Then we hear him
         say that, despite their faithlessness, he will return to them [v.32]. Matthew says
         Peter refused to imagine he could be faithless [v.33], and Jesus left him with a warning
         [v.34] that would later become a lesson (see below, v.75). We hear that Peter, still
         unrepentant, clung to his idea of himself, and was joined in his blindness by all
         the others [v.35].
      

      
       The scene shifts suddenly to the grounds of an oil press on Mt. Olives, where Jesus
         asked the disciples to pray [v.36]. Matthew says Jesus told his closest friends about
         his dread and his need for their support in turning to God in prayer [vv.37–38]—a
         prayer with a direct and simple request: “I want you to do as I desire, but I ask you to do what you desire” [v.39]. He then says Jesus again sought the support of
         his three friends, but found none [v.40]. Then we see that, even in the midst of deep
         distress, Jesus taught—here, telling his friends that, if they didn’t seek the Spirit’s
         help to turn to God, they’d be tempted to turn elsewhere [v.41]. Matthew says Jesus
         repeated his request to the Father [v.42], but failed—again—to find support from his
         friends [v.43]. We hear that Jesus petitioned his Father yet again [v.44], then, his
         dread apparently gone, he asked his disciples to notice that the fate he’d accepted
         from the Father was now standing in front of them [vv.45–46].
      

      
      Jesus Is Arrested; the Disciples Flee [Mt.26:47–56]

      
      47 As Jesus spoke, Judas, one of the twelve, arrived with an armed crowd from the chief
               priests and elders of the people. 48 The betrayer had given them a sign: “I’ll kiss the one you’re to arrest.” 49 He went right up to Jesus, said, “Joy to you, Rabbi,” and kissed him. 50 “Friend,” said Jesus, “do what you’ve come to do.” They grabbed and arrested him.
               51 One of those with Jesus drew a sword, swiped at the high priest’s servant, and cut
               off his ear. 52 “Put back your sword,” said Jesus. “Those who take up the sword will die by it. 53 Do you think I can’t ask my Father to send more than twelve legions of angels? 54 But, then, how would we see how truly the scriptures described this?” [see 26:31].
               55 He said to the crowd, “Do you come with swords and clubs as if to arrest a criminal?
               I sat teaching every day in the Temple and you didn’t arrest me. 56 But this all happens in order to reveal how fully the prophets’ writings spoke true.”
               Then all the disciples fled, leaving him alone.

       

      

      

      Matthew describes Jesus’ arrest as one more lesson for the disciples, and he does
         so in the same bare-bones manner as the last few scenes (see 26:1–46). An armed contingent
         sent by officials in Jerusalem had arrived [v.47] while Jesus was still speaking of
         prayer (see 26:45–46). A prearranged signal of betrayal was performed with a display
         of respect [vv.48–49]. Jesus’ use of the term “friend” may be seen either as a tribute
         to the irony of the situation, or as one last appeal to Judas to recognize a relationship
         he’d rejected. Matthew then tells us that, when it was clear there would be no resistance
         from Jesus, he was immediately taken into custody [v.50].
      

      
       Next, we hear that one of the disciples refused to heed or follow Jesus’ lead. If
         Jesus wouldn’t resist, he’d do it for him [v.51]. The need for lessons never seems
         to end. So Jesus is once more portrayed reminding his disciples of the choice they
         must make. In this case, they could choose violence against others, or they could
         avoid that dead end [v.52]. We also hear Jesus asking them to imagine that God’s power
         was working—unless they chose to suppose God couldn’t rescue Jesus; or that Jesus
         had forgotten to ask the Father for what he needed [v.53]. Then we hear that, with
         gentle, almost comic irony, Jesus told them they’d never see how truly scripture had
         already described their fear if they kept pretending they were strong [v.54].
      

      
       Matthew shows Jesus also teaching the crowd, asking them to note the difference between
         their treatment of him now and, earlier, in the Temple [v.55]. He draws a lesson for
         them, saying that these events, as well as scripture, were revealing God’s way of
         working—a way of working that Matthew describes the disciples fleeing [v.56].
      

      
      Jesus Is Rejected by Jerusalem’s 
Officials [Mt.26:57–68]
      

      
      57 The arresting contingent took Jesus to Caiaphas, the high priest, where the scribes
               and elders had gathered. 58 Peter followed him at a distance, entered the high priest’s courtyard, and sat with
               the servants to see what would happen. 
59 The chief priests and the official Council sought testimony for a death sentence.
               60 They didn’t find much, though there were many witnesses. Then two stood up: 61 “This one said, ‘I can destroy God’s Temple, and rebuild it in three days.’” 62 The high priest got up and said, “You say nothing to this testimony?” 
63 Jesus said nothing. “I order you, under oath, to tell us: Are you the Messiah, the
               Son of God?” 64 “Your words,” said Jesus. “I say, ‘Now you’ll see the Son of Man sitting at the Power’s
               right, and coming on the clouds of heaven’ [Dn.7:13; Ps.110:1].” 65 The high priest ripped his clothing and said, “Blasphemy! No more testimony; we’ve
               heard blasphemy! 66 What’s your opinion?” They said, “Blasphemy deserves capital punishment.” 67 They spat in his face. They beat and punched him. 68 They said, “Reveal to us, ‘Anointed One,’ who hit you!”

       

      

      

      Matthew depicts the Jerusalem authorities prepared for Jesus to be brought before
         them [v.57]. Peter is described as still unable to believe what he’s been taught (see
         16:22) as he waits in apparent bewilderment [v.58]. But the authorities are portrayed
         as certain. They seek an excuse to pronounce a death sentence [v.59]. Matthew describes
         the scene descending into farce. The plotting officials haven’t arranged convincing
         perjury [v.60], so they give credence to an obvious distortion [v.61] as if it were
         Jesus’ actual words (compare with 24:2). The high priest then pretends to be puzzled
         by Jesus’ lack of defense [v.62], and demands an explanation of his claims [v.63].
         Jesus ignores the implication that he’s claimed a power he doesn’t have, and says
         he believes God will fulfill the divine plan in a way that’s like the description
         of it that’s found in the Book of Daniel [v.64]. At that point, we see the high priest
         make a sanctimonious display of horror [v.65]. The stunning irony here is that, if
         the officials truly believed in the Covenant, they’d rejoice in Jesus’ reminder that
         God was intent on fulfilling the Covenant: “The Lord said, ‘Take your throne at my
         right hand!’” (Ps.110:1).
      

      
       But Matthew describes the high priest as just the first of many officials who pretend
         that Jesus’ profession of faith was a denial of faith. They profess to understand
         his words as a rejection of God so absolute that it deserves the penalty of death
         [v.66]. As Matthew depicts it, their behavior follows a simple logic: Jesus can be
         treated as an abomination [v.67], and the possibility that he might be God’s Anointed
         One could be rejected as a joke [v.68].
      

      
      Peter Rejects Jesus, Then Repents [Mt.26:69–75]

      
      69 Peter was still sitting in the courtyard. A maid came up to him and said, “You were
               with Jesus the Galilean.” 70 He denied that in front of everyone: “I don’t know what you’re saying!” 71 He went out the gate, and another maid saw him. She said, “This one was with Jesus
               of Nazareth.” 72 He again denied it and swore he didn’t know him. 73 Later, bystanders came over and said, “Your accent shows you’re one of them.” 74 He completely rejected that and swore again, “I don’t know the man.” Right then,
               a cock crowed. 75 Peter remembered Jesus’ words, “Before the cock crows, you’ll deny me three times.”
               He went away and wept bitterly.

       

      

      

      Matthew’s narration of events after Judas’ offer of betrayal (see 26:15)—from preparations
         for the Passover meal, through the meal itself, during the praying at the Olive Press,
         the arrest, and the phony trial—unfolded swiftly. But now it goes into painful detail
         describing Peter’s inability to accept a situation that Jesus had tried to teach the
         disciples to see as inevitable (see 10:25; 16:21; 17:22–23; 20:18). Because Matthew
         mentions no outright threats against Peter, his description of the three refusals
         to tell the truth suggests a vehemence the situation doesn’t actually call for. Could
         he be asking us to realize that, in a sense, Peter’s denials are honest—that is, that
         Jesus isn’t the man he thought he knew? He’s told us that Jesus pleaded with Peter
         to reject the temptation to follow his own notions of security and achievement (see
         16:23). Here, it’s obvious that Peter still can’t do that, despite Jesus’ recent warning
         that Peter shouldn’t trust his ideas about himself (see 26:34).
      

      
       This description of Peter hammers home the reality that Matthew told us Jesus stressed:
         we panic when we think we’ve been abandoned by God (see 26:31, 54). Here, we see Peter
         trying to protect himself with lies because he apparently couldn’t imagine any other
         way to save himself from trouble. We certainly don’t see him imagining the possibility
         that God, who promises in the Covenant to care for us, might actually come to his
         aid. Then, says Matthew, Peter was surprised by a cock’s crow into recognizing how
         thoroughly he had lied to himself and to Jesus. His tears suggest that he repented
         of those lies.
      

      
      
   
      

      Accomplishing Jesus’ Death
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      Judas Regrets His Choice [Mt.27:1–10]

      
      1 In the morning, the chief priests and elders considered how to put Jesus to death.
               2 They led him off, bound, and handed him over to Pilate, the Roman Governor. 3 When Judas, his betrayer, saw him condemned, he had regrets. He brought back the
               thirty pieces of silver to the elders and chief priests. 4 “I’ve sinned,” he said, “betraying innocent blood.” They said, “So? That’s your concern.”
               5 He threw the silver into the Temple and he went off and hanged himself. 6 The chief priests picked up the money: “We can’t put blood money in the treasury.”
               7 So they decided to buy a certain potter’s field as a place to bury strangers. 8 That plot is therefore known, even today, as the Field of Blood. 9 The truth spoken by the prophet Jeremiah was then fully seen: “They took the thirty
               pieces—the amount offered by the Children of Israel. 10 It was given for a potter’s field, as the Lord directed” [see, not Jer., but Zec.11:13].

       

      

      

      For the next several scenes in this Gospel, Jesus seems powerless. Others go about
         their business, using him as a pawn in what seems to them a larger game. As Matthew
         narrates it, the first order of business for the Jerusalem officials was to secure
         a death sentence from the Roman authorities [vv.1–2]. Judas’ bit of business was to
         try to undo his treachery. When he got no help from the religious officials who had
         conspired with him [vv.3–4], he apparently thought there was no one he could turn
         to, so he took his own life [v.5]. He’s portrayed as able to regret what he did [v.3],
         but unwilling to seek forgiveness. Matthew lets us wonder why Judas’ desire to find
         righteousness apparently didn’t lead him to beg for it as a blessing (see 5:6).
      

      
       Matthew then portrays Jerusalem’s religious leaders dealing coolly and efficiently
         with the betrayal money. They hesitate to use it for Temple purposes [v.6], but not
         to spend it on what they consider a worthy project [v.7]. Nothing suggests they felt
         any compunction, even though the source of the money eventually became public knowledge
         [v.8].
      

      
       The phrases Matthew attributes to Jeremiah are adapted from an extended image in
         the Book of Zechariah, which, at one point, pictures a fee of thirty silver pieces
         being flung into the Temple after it was begrudgingly paid by God’s faithless people.
         One need not catch all the allusions contained in this passage to understand what
         appears to be Matthew’s point: the relationship between God and his people has often
         broken down. But this relationship is created and directed by—and will be fulfilled
         by—the Lord [vv.9–10].
      

      
      Another Pretense at Justice [Mt.27:11–26]

      
      11 The Governor asked Jesus, “Are you King of the Jews?” “Your words,” said Jesus. 12 To accusations from the chief priests and elders, Jesus said nothing. 
13 “Don’t you hear the testimony they bring against you?” said Pilate. 14 He said not a word. The Governor was perplexed. 15 It was a Festival custom for the Governor to release a prisoner at Passover chosen
               by the crowd. 16 One infamous prisoner was a man called Barabbas. 17 Pilate turned to the crowd: “Whom shall I free: Barabbas, or Jesus, the Anointed?”
               18 (He realized the authorities had handed him over because of enviousness.) 19 As he sat in judgment, his wife sent word: “I’ve had a troubling dream. Do nothing
               with this just man.” 20 The chief priests and elders told the crowd: “Ask for Barabbas—and for Jesus’ death.”
               
21 “Whom do you want me to release?” Pilate asked. “Barabbas,” they said. 22 He said, “What shall I do with Jesus, called the Anointed?” “Crucify him,” they said.
               23 “Why? What’s he done wrong?” he asked. But they yelled louder, “Crucify him!” 24 Pilate saw he was producing nothing but mayhem. He washed his hands publicly and
               said: “I’m innocent of this man’s blood. You look to it.” 25 The crowd said, “Let his blood be on us and our children.” 26 He then gave them Barabbas. He ordered Jesus scourged and crucified.

       

      

      

      Matthew begins this scene after Pilate’s obviously been told by the Jerusalem officials
         that Jesus has been claiming allegiance to a kingdom other than Rome—an accusation
         Jesus won’t discuss [v.11]. Matthew tells us that, when the officials repeated and
         expanded on their complaint, and Jesus continued to refuse to defend himself, Pilate
         didn’t know how to proceed [vv.12–14]. But then he had a thought: he’d use the Passover
         feast, and a custom that seems to reflect the feast’s celebration of freedom and salvation,
         to urge leniency [vv.15–17]. Matthew also tells us Pilate understood the officials’
         motive [v.18], and that his wife’s misgivings about the trial were so strong that
         she intervened on Jesus’ behalf [v.19].
      

      
       According to Matthew, Pilate’s attempt to guide the hearing was too tepid for the
         heat of an organized shouting match [vv.20–22]. His request for facts is hooted down
         by cries of blood lust [v.23]. Then Pilate performed a dumb show of personal probity—an
         offhand warning to an angry crowd that they were demanding something that was wrong
         [v.24]. We hear that, when the crowd pretended they could take responsibility for
         the sentencing themselves, Pilate made the convoluted decision that, since the crowd
         was content with injustice, he’d give them an official order for it [vv.25–26]. When
         those who recite the Apostles’ Creed say they believe Jesus “suffered under Pontius
         Pilate,” they recall that Jesus’ murder was contrived and carried out by a legally
         sanctioned judicial system.
      

      
      The Official Sentence Is Carried Out [Mt.27:27–44]

      
      27 Governor’s troops took Jesus inside the fortress. A whole contingent assembled. 28 They stripped off his clothes and put a scarlet cloak on him. 29 They twisted thorny branches into a circlet and crowned him. They put a stick in
               his right hand. They knelt and guffawed, “Hail, King of the Jews.” 30 They spat on him and smacked him on the head with the stick. 31 After the mockery, they removed the cloak, dressed him, and led him to crucifixion.
               32 On the way, they met Simon, a Cyrenian, and forced him to carry the cross. 33 They reached Golgotha, that is, “Skull Place.” 34 They offered bitter wine to kill his thirst, but he didn’t want it. 35 They put him on the cross and divided his clothing by shares. 
36 They then sat down to keep watch. 37 They’d hung the charge above his head: “This is Jesus, King of the Jews.” 38 Capital criminals were crucified with him, one on each side. 39 Passersby taunted him and waggled their heads. 40 “If you can knock down the Temple and remake it in three days, save yourself.” “If
               you’re the son of God, come down from the cross.” 41 The chief priests and elders also mocked him. 42 “The king of Israel saves others, not himself!” “If he can get down, we’ll believe!”
               43 “He trusted God, let God save him!” “He calls himself ‘God’s son’!” 44 The crucified criminals also made fun of him.

       

      

      

      Matthew uses a succinct, matter-of-fact style to describe events leading up to Jesus’
         arrest and first interrogation. Now, after lingering on the struggles of Peter, Judas,
         and Pilate to deal with unpleasant truths, Matthew’s narrative again speeds up. His
         narrative sounds almost like a police report as he tells us how the occupying soldiers
         carried out their orders with efficient precision: breaking the prisoner [vv.27–31];
         commandeering help [v.32]; arriving at the assigned place [v.33]; offering a potion
         (to hurt? to help?) [v.34]; taking care of the condemned’s effects; setting a guard
         [vv.35–36]; posting an official accusation that Jesus had posed as a king [v.37];
         and carrying out other crucifixions scheduled for that day [v.38].
      

      
       Then Matthew tells us that groups as various as casual observers, religious authorities,
         and the two capital criminals felt free to judge Jesus as a fraud who’d been caught
         making outrageous promises that obviously couldn’t be fulfilled: “If you know something
         greater than our great Temple, let’s see you call upon this greatness and get help
         from it!” [vv.39–40]; “If you know God so well, let him save you from death!” [vv.41–43].
         Matthew tells us that, as Jesus faces this desperate situation, his teaching about
         God’s care for him seemed laughable to tough-minded realists such as the criminals
         who were executed with him [v.44].
      

      
      Jesus Dies [Mt.27:45–56]

      
      45 From noon until three, it was dark. 46 Around three, Jesus cried loudly, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani”—that is, “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” [the beginning of Psalm 22].
               47 Some bystanders, mishearing “Eli,” said, “He’s calling on Elijah.” 48 One of them rushed to soak a sponge in cheap wine, and offered it to him on a stick.
               49 Others said, “Wait! See if Elijah comes to save him!” 50 Jesus again cried loudly, then gave up the spirit. 51 Imagine, the Temple curtain ripped in two, top to bottom. Earth shook; rocks split.
               52 Tombs were opened. Many bodies of the saints who’d fallen asleep were raised. 53 Released from their tombs, they entered the city after his resurrection and appeared
               to many. 54 When the centurion and the guard watching Jesus saw the earthquake and other things,
               they were deeply frightened. They said, “Truly, this was God’s Son.” 55 Viewing this from a distance were many women who’d followed Jesus from Galilee to
               care for him. 56 Among them: Mary Magdalene; Mary, mother of James and Joseph; and the mother of Zebedee’s
               sons.

       

      

      

      Matthew’s been describing Jesus as powerless (see comments on 27:1–2). Here, he depicts
         him under a lowering sky, praying Psalm 22—a complaint about the apparent uselessness
         of turning to God, but also a profession of trust that, despite appearances, God will
         deliver the despised and afflicted [vv.45–46]. Some who heard Jesus’ prayer supposedly
         heard it as a cry to Elijah for help [v.47]. Earlier, Matthew described Jesus saying
         that scripture’s promise of a reappearance by Elijah to proclaim repentance and reconciliation
         (see Mal.3:23) had been fulfilled (see above, 11:14; 17:10–12). Now, he says that
         some bystanders, perhaps certain that Jesus would get no help from Elijah, offered
         the more tangible relief of wine. Others joked about the possibility of an Elijah
         sighting [vv.48–49]. Then, he says, Jesus prayed once more to the Father. Then he
         died [v.50].
      

      
       For a believer, earthquakes and their damage—even to places of worship—are part of
         God’s creative plan. Jesus taught his disciples to expect them and also to expect
         the eventual triumph of God’s plan (see 24:29–31). Here, Matthew says that signs such
         as the torn Temple curtain, the shaking earth, and the raising of the dead [vv.51–53]
         provoked an astonished belief in the Gentile soldiers. They suddenly saw Jesus as
         God’s Son, not as the outcast he appeared to be [v.54]. Matthew describes the women
         who followed Jesus as caring disciples who are attentive to the end [v.55]. By naming
         three women, Matthew reminds us this was no faceless group, but individual friends
         of Jesus, struggling to have faith in him [vv.55–56].
      

      
      Jesus Is Buried [Mt.27:57–66]

      
      57 On the scene comes a rich man from Arimathea, Joseph, who was Jesus’ disciple. 58 He went to Pilate for Jesus’ body. Pilate gave the order for the transfer. 59 Joseph took the body and wrapped it in fresh linen. 60 He placed it in a tomb he’d recently had cut for himself from rock. He rolled a large
               stone across the entrance and left. 61 Mary Magdalene and Mary, mother of James and Joseph, sat by the tomb. 62 The next day—the preparation day for the Sabbath—the chief priests and Pharisees
               went to Pilate. 63 “Lord,” they said, “we recall that, in life, that fake said, ‘After three days, I’ll
               rise.’ 64 So, put a guard at the grave for three days. Otherwise, his disciples will steal
               the body and tell everyone he’s risen. That bit of trickery will be worse than all
               the others.” 65 Pilate said, “You’ve got Temple soldiers; you take care of it.” 66 They went to the tomb, sealed it, and set a guard.

       

      

      

      This might not seem an appropriate moment for a touch of humor, but, after Jesus’
         strong warning to the disciples about the danger of riches (see above, 19:22ff.),
         the sudden appearance of a rich disciple who had enough influence to contact Pilate
         and ask for a favor is remarkable and slightly amusing. In Matthew’s narration of
         this story, his money and influence made it possible to bury Jesus with care—even
         reverence [vv.57–60]. Once Matthew has described the rich man’s work, he turns his
         focus to the silently attentive women disciples. They put into practice one of Jesus’
         most basic lessons: “Watch” (see, e.g., 24:42). Not sure what to expect, they sit
         and watch [v.61].
      

      
       On the other hand, Matthew tells us the Jerusalem authorities established quite a
         different watch. He describes the women watching with patience and trust; he describes
         the Jewish authorities trusting no one. According to him, the authorities warned Pilate
         that, when Jesus professed confidence in the Father (see, e.g., 12:38–40), he was
         actually making remote plans for his disciples to conspire in a fraud [vv.62–63].
         So they suggested a plan to abort this supposed conspiracy [v.64]—a plan Pilate leaves
         to them [v.65]. Then they went about the business of protecting themselves from fraud—another
         touch of humor [v.66].
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 28

      Jesus Is Raised from the Dead; He Sends the Disciples to Proclaim This Good News

      
         
         28

         
         
         
      

      
      Risen from Death [Mt.28:1–10]

      
      1 After the Sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning, Mary Magdalene and Mary,
               mother of James and Joseph, came to look at the tomb. 2 Imagine, there was a large quake. An angel of the Lord descended from heaven, rolled
               away the stone, and sat there. 3 The angel seemed like lightning clothed in snow. 4 The guards shook with fear at the sight, and then appeared to be dead. 5 The angel’s response was to say to the women, “Don’t be afraid. I know you seek Jesus,
               who was crucified. 6 He’s not here. He’s raised—just as he said. Come, see where he was lying. 7 Go, quickly. Tell his disciples, ‘He’s raised from the dead and goes ahead to Galilee
               where you’ll see him.’ That’s my message.” 
8 They left quickly, frightened, but giddy with joy. They ran to tell his disciples.
               
9 Then, imagine, Jesus met them: “Hello.” They went up to touch his feet in homage.
               10 “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “Tell my brothers to go to Galilee to see me there.”

       

      

      

      Matthew gives no reason for the visit of the two Marys to the tomb other than “to
         look” [v.1]. If we suppose they planned to mourn, we see them, instead, stunned (along
         with the guards) by an apparition of a dazzling heavenly messenger [vv.2–4] who knows
         their concern [v.5], but tells them they’re looking in the wrong place for Jesus.
         This message shouldn’t surprise them. As Jesus’ disciples, they would have heard the
         assurance that Matthew says Jesus gave to the disciples that he expected to be raised
         (see, e.g., 17:22–23). So, of course the place to look for him wouldn’t be a tomb
         [v.6]. Matthew tells us the messenger immediately sent them to remind the other disciples
         of Jesus’ promise to meet them in Galilee (see 26:32) once he’d been raised from the
         dead [v.7].
      

      
       Matthew describes the women as both unsettled and delighted to be carrying the first
         news of the resurrection [v.8]. It’s easy to suppose their jumble of emotions spinning
         even more dizzily out of control in response to a greeting from Jesus. Matthew depicts
         them instinctively falling at Jesus’ feet [v.9], but then he tells us Jesus wanted
         them free of fear as they brought the Good News to the others. “And don’t forget,”
         says Jesus, “to remind them of the promise to meet in Galilee after I’d been raised”
         [v.10]. Matthew doesn’t portray the resurrection with great spectacle. In fact, it’s
         not described at all. The only moment that can be pictured as spectacle is the appearance
         of an angel to announce that the resurrection had already taken place. Matthew focuses
         on one simple effect of the resurrection: the disciples are to meet with Jesus.
      

      
      Doubts about the Good News [Mt.28:11–20]

      
      11 As the women went off on their mission, some of the guard went into the city and
               told the chief priests what had happened. 12 The priests consulted with the elders, and they gave the soldiers plenty of silver.
               13 They told them, “Say, ‘His disciples came while we slept at night and took him.’
               14 If the Governor hears of it, we’ll mollify him and keep you out of it.” 15 They took the silver and followed orders. Their story is still told among the Jews.
               16 The eleven disciples went to the mountain in Galilee as Jesus had asked. 17 Seeing him, they did him homage, but some doubted. 18 Jesus went up to them: “All power in heaven and on earth is given to me. 19 So, go make disciples of all nations—baptizing them in the name of the Father, and
               of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. 20 Teach them to keep all I commanded you. Look, I am with you all days to the end of
               the age.”

       

      

      

      With a few sentences, Matthew paints a picture of anxious collusion in a lie. He tells
         us it made more sense to the Jerusalem authorities to pay for this lie, rework it
         so that it would be acceptable to the Roman authority, and then spread it about in
         the Jewish community [vv.11–15] than to consider the possibility that Jesus’ witness
         before them was proving true (see 26:64). But they weren’t the only ones to doubt
         the possibility that Jesus had proclaimed the truth.
      

      
       Matthew says Jesus’ closest remaining disciples—his “brothers” (see 28:10)—traveled
         as they’d been told (see above, v.10) to a high place in Galilee [v.16]. A mountain
         site, not mentioned before (see 26:32), suggests a desire for privacy, but its choice
         isn’t explained. Matthew says some of the eleven greeted Jesus, like the women in
         the previous scene (see above, v.9), with a gesture of worship. Some, however, are
         described as hesitant [v.17]. Matthew tells us Jesus went right up to his doubt-filled
         friends and sent them on a mission that the Father had empowered him to give them
         [v.18]. There’s no word of rebuke. According to Matthew, both the worshipful and the
         doubtful were sent to do what Jesus had been doing. They were to proclaim repentance—a
         baptism—in the name of the Father (who offers the promise of divine life), in the
         name of the Son (whose dying and rising gives witness that the Father’s offer is trustworthy),
         and in the name of the Spirit (who fulfills this promise by giving divine life to
         those who turn and ask for it) [v.19]. They were to proclaim the same lessons Jesus
         taught them [v.20a]. Though their mission might seem to be too much for their feeble
         convictions to complete, they could take heart from Jesus’ promise to be with them
         always [v.20b].
      

      
      
   
      Index

      
      As noted in the introduction, this index lists some subjects that are stressed in
               Matthew’s Gospel. It’s by no means a thorough reference guide to the text.
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         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
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         , 9
         , 10.1-10.2
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16
         
      

      
      C

      
         consolation,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         
      

      
      D

      
         doubt,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
         
            See also anxiety
            
         

         
      

      
      E

      
         evil,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
         
            See also self-centeredness
            
         

         
      

      
      F

      
         faith,
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8.1-8.2
         , 9.1-9.2
         , 10.1-10.2
         , 11
         , 12
         
      

      
      
         forgiveness,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         
      

      
      G

      
         graciousness,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         
      

      
      H

      
         healing,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6.1-6.2
         
         
            
            See also graciousness
            
         

         
      

      
      J

      
         joy/rejoicing
         See consolation
         
      

      
      
         judgment,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
         
      

      
      L

      
         love,
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         
      

      
      P

      
         power,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         
      

      
      
         prayer,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         
      

      
      
         pride
         See Self-centeredness
         
      

      
      R

      
         reconciliation,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
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         repentance,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8.1-8.2
         , 9.1-9.2
         , 10
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         1
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         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
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            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
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            , 8
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            , 3
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            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            
         

         
         
            trusting yourself to do the right thing,
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            
         

         
      

      
      
         serving,
         1.1-1.2
         
         
            
            See also love
            
         

         
      

      
      
         sin,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
         
            See also self-centeredness
            
         

         
      

      
      T

      
         temptation,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         trust,
         1
         
         
            See also faith
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         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
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