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	“Even for the most seasoned of preachers, the thought of expositing the Gospel of Matthew could be overwhelming. Thanks to Doug O’Donnell’s newest commentary, chock-full of impressive insights and engaging wit, the first and perhaps greatest Gospel has suddenly become much less daunting. When Kent Hughes called on O’Donnell to write this volume, he knew exactly what he was doing.”

			Nicholas Perrin, Dean, Wheaton College Graduate School

			“This commentary grows out of wide reading and solid learning—the footnotes alone are a gold mine. O’Donnell writes with a zest for real life, wit, and (controlled) whimsy. The outcome: sermons that both revel in Christ and reveal Christ in fresh and striking ways. The author proves to be a hard-working and natural expositor of Scripture. This book goes to the top of my list of sterling homiletical commentaries on the first Gospel.”

			Robert W. Yarbrough, Professor of New Testament, Covenant Theological Seminary

			“The market is full of critical commentaries, but not many actually deal with what is ‘critical’—the centrality of the gospel, the mission of the Church, and the life of the Christian. Doug O’Donnell’s commentary on Matthew is a clear exception. With sensitivity to all the important narrative and exegetical details, O’Donnell offers an interpretation of the first Gospel that is pastoral throughout, and in some instances, truly profound. Relevant illustrations are used in almost every passage, and numerous issues are addressed with theological vigor and often from the pastoral heritage of the Church. There are times when the critical commentaries are useful, even necessary, but I cannot imagine a pastor preaching through Matthew that would not want to use this commentary as a significant resource.”

			Edward W. Klink III, Associate Professor of New Testament, Talbot School of Theology, Biola University
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	To Sean Michael O’Donnell, 
my firstborn son, 
whose birth, 
by God’s redemptive providence, 
brought me new birth


																										
	And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority
 in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations,
 baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 
observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, 
I am with you always, to the end of the age.”

			MATTHEW 28:18–20
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	A Word to Those Who Preach the Word

			There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

			There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

			What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

			The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

			The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

			Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

			The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!

			R. Kent Hughes


																										
	Preface

			The unique feature of this commentary—as opposed to all others in the history of the church—is that I wrote it. I don’t mean that arrogantly or humorously, although I hope you thought the second and are still laughing. I mean it in this sense.

			I like Bible commentaries, particularly ones on my favorite book of the Bible (both before and after I was commissioned to do this)—the Gospel of Matthew. Sitting beside me as I write, I have as many commentaries on this Gospel as I have had birthdays. Many of them I have read. Some of them I have used. One of them I enjoyed so much I wish I wrote it. But this commentary is not like them. It’s a pastor’s commentary for pastors, written by a tall pastor from a small church in a large Chicago suburb to other pastors—tall and short, large and small—in America and around the world. It is written to those who will use it as an aid to preach sermons that would make Matthew smile with approval.

			And I do mean smile. Matthew didn’t write his Gospel so we’d merely write voluminous tomes that begin “Recent studies on the nature of written documents . . .” or “As in the commentary’s various analytical sections, here in the introduction I will first discuss problems of synchronic analysis before turning to those of diachronic analysis.” He wrote it, as the church has long and rightly assumed, as an evangelist. Irenaeus, Jerome, and those medieval monastic artists got it right: the Gospel of Matthew is the face of man.1 This Gospel was written by a man for men about the Man. Matthew wants all people everywhere to bow down before that Man, the one to whom all authority in Heaven and on earth has been given. He wants Gentiles and Jews to submit to their King, trusting Jesus to be Savior from sins and Lord of life. He wants us to know Jesus, worship him, obey his teachings, and tell others to do the same.

			Thus, my purpose is as close to Matthew’s as possible. Like the Gospel, this commentary was written “to gospel.”2 I’m appealing to real people (“let the reader understand,” cf. 24:15) who need a real King. This is not to say I don’t deal with doctrines and difficulties in some depth. Nor is it to say I’m not concerned about getting it right. But it is to say, I am more concerned about practical theology than theoretical. To borrow from J. C. Ryle’s methodology, I have endeavored “to dwell chiefly on the things needful to salvation.”3

			I shall say lastly but least importantly, the language of this commentary is reflective of this evangelistic and pastoral purpose. You see, therefore, my brothers and sisters, I’ve occasionally used real phrases we use in everyday ecclesial talk—like “my brothers and sisters” and “you see”—to make you see what you’re supposed to see. At times I’ve also included “look there” because I assume you have your Bible open, either as a pastor preparing a sermon or a layperson doing daily devotions. And I’ve even disregarded those old rules of grammar (based on proper Latin, not proper English) about not starting a sentence with a conjunction. I want the language of these now dead sermons to be as alive as Christ. I hope you find that to be the case. Enjoy!

			I acknowledge my heartfelt gratitude to Kent Hughes for the privilege of contributing to the Preaching the Word series. Kent left a phone message five years ago asking me to contribute a volume and to think about what book of the Bible that might be. The Gospel of Matthew is what first came to mind. However, I was young and didn’t want be so presumptuous as to ask for that. So I called Kent back and left a message that I’d love to contribute and that I’d be happy to take whatever book he assigned. He called back and left another message—asking me to do Matthew!

			I am indebted to the careful editing and proofreading of the Crossway staff. Thank you. I’d also like to thank Matt Newkirk, as well as Alexandra Bloom and Emily Gerdts for their various editorial tasks. Finally, I thank God for my family (Emily, Lily, Evelyn, Simeon, and Charlotte), and notably my oldest son—Sean Michael O’Donnell—to whom I dedicate this book. Sean, I am thankful to God for you more than you can know or imagine.

			Douglas Sean O’Donnell

			New Covenant Church, Naperville, Illinois
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			The Melodic Line of Matthew

			An Introduction and Overview of the Gospel of Matthew
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			WHEN VAN HALEN’S album 1984 hit the record stores, many a young lad, myself included, signed up for piano lessons. This was because the great guitarist, Eddie Van Halen, learned to play piano and proceeded to compose the hit single of that album—one still played at many NBA tip-offs—“Jump.” In six short lessons I learned how to master this melody, which in those days was enough to impress friends, woo girls, and justify the expense of ten-dollar lessons. My performance at the junior high talent show was enough to bestow upon me that prestigious adjective-noun combination—rock star. I entered the stage. The spotlight moved across my face and fingers. Cameras flashed. A sixth grade girl fainted. Wearing black dress pants, a white shirt, one glove, cool sunglasses, and (yes!) a skinny piano tie, I sat on my poorly padded bench and bum before my Korg 500 digital synthesizer and played perfectly the rudimentary bass line and monotonous melody of Van Halen’s masterpiece.

			I’m not certain if such an introduction to a Gospel is sacrilegious or just silly. I intended neither. I actually intended to get your attention in order to make a basic point about music and to show how such a point can and does relate to our study of any piece of literature, notably Matthew’s Gospel. The point is this: just as every good song has a melodic line (a tune that brings unity to the whole by its recurrence)—think of the chorus of “Jump” or “Ode to Joy” of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, Fourth Movement—so too does every book of the Bible.

			I’ll put it this way. The four Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—all sound the same. That is, they all have a similar bass line. It’s as simple as the two C notes I learned for that Van Halen song. They focus on the same person (Jesus), and they were written for the same primary purpose (conversion to Christ; see John 20:31). In all four we hear those same deep, steady notes of Jesus as the Son, Savior, and Christ. We behold him as a miracle-worker. We hear his teaching and his call to faith and repentance. We encounter his passion, death, and resurrection. In these ways, all four sound the same. They have the same bass line. Yet each Gospel has a distinct melody of its own. And just as we can recognize the melody of “Ode to Joy” each time we hear the first four notes or “Jump” when we hear the first four chords, so can we recognize Matthew’s melody if we hear the recurring themes.

			In Beethoven’s Fourth Movement of the Ninth Symphony, the beginning and the end are important. Matthew’s Gospel is the same. We hear the melody most clearly at the top and tail. Look at the first words with which Matthew begins: “The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David” (1:1). Notice the first two titles applied to Jesus. The first is “Christ.” That is not a last name. That is a title. It means “anointed one” or “king.” This is a book about King Jesus. That point is reiterated with the next title, “the son of David.” David was the great king of Israel, the one to whom a great promise was made. In 2 Samuel 7 we are told that through his offspring God would establish a forever kingdom. So with those first two titles you can hear the first note of the melodic line: Jesus, the King. Jesus is a sovereign who will be sovereign over an everlasting kingdom!

			From that note of kingly authority Matthew subtly drops a half-step to the next note. He does this by moving from Jesus being “the son of David” to also being “the son of Abraham.”

			Who was Abraham and why does he matter? Abraham was the non-Israelite Father of Israel. That is the point Paul will make in Romans 4, that Abraham of Ur wasn’t a “Hebrew” (Genesis 14:13) until he became one (you’ll have to think about that to get it). And why is he important? Abraham is important because he too received a great promise from God. In Genesis 12:1–3 God explained how through him and his offspring all “nations” would be blessed (cf. 17:4; 18:18; 22:18).

			So, the point of these two persons and promises is this: Jesus will be that Davidic King who will reign over that eternal kingdom that will be a blessing to all peoples of the earth.

			Jesus is King. That’s the first note. Jesus is the King of Jews and Gentiles. That’s the second. The third is a necessary admonition: Therefore, this King Jesus is to be worshipped. Read 2:1–11. This is perhaps the best summary picture of Matthew’s Gospel. Here we find very non-Jewish people—“wise men from the east” (2:1). What have they come to do? They have come to finish the melodic line. They have come to worship the newborn king—to give their allegiance to him.

			That’s how this Gospel begins. That’s the top.

			Next let’s turn to the tail. Like a fine symphony, Matthew’s melodic line resurfaces time and again through each chapter, oftentimes like a cello quietly playing in the background, until finally we come to the finale, where the whole orchestra, chorus, and even the audience stand up, play, and sing in one voice! This happens in the last three verses—the Great Commission. Listen for yourself. Listen for the culmination of all the subtle and strong sounds.

			And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” (28:18–20)

			Underline all the all phrases: “all authority,” “all nations,” “observe all” (cf. “always” in v. 20). Those are the same three notes found in 1:1—2:11 and found, as we will see throughout our study, everywhere in this Gospel. If it helps, you can think of it like this. Here’s my prosaic summary: Jesus has all authority so that all nations might obey all he has commanded, or more simply and poetically, like this:

			
				

						
All authority

	
							
							
				

				
							
						
All nations

	
							
				

				
							
							
						
All allegiance

	
				

			


			I don’t like to say any one passage in the Bible is more important than another, for they are all divinely inspired, but I will say that if you understand the Great Commission in its context, you will very well understand the Gospel of Matthew.

			This chapter will not be an exposition on the Great Commission per se. I will do that later in chapter 89. This is only a preparation for it. That is, at the start of our exploration of Matthew, I want to show you these three notes—this melodic line—so you might better hear them when we come to them.

			All Authority

			So listen to the first note of this Gospel—all authority. After his sacrificial death and glorious resurrection, Jesus says, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (28:18).

			That is not a statement you hear every day, is it? Yet, it is so familiar to us that we don’t recognize how bizarre it is. Think of the most famous and powerful man alive today. Let’s say, for the sake of argument, it’s Barack Obama (the President of the United States at the time of this writing). If he said what Jesus said, what would you say of him? If he called a press conference and said, “I have all authority in Chicago,” what would you think of him? How about if he said, “I have all authority in America”? What if he said, “I have all authority over the world”? If he said any of those, you’d think he was (to borrow from C. S. Lewis) either a liar or a lunatic, or more precisely an unrealistic egoist or an overly ambitious idiot.

			Nobody talks the way Jesus talked. Those today who have great authority, even if they overestimate their power and over-esteem themselves, do not talk like Jesus talked. They do not claim to be the king of Heaven and earth. They do not claim, as they sit on their glorious throne no less(!), that every person from every time and everywhere will one day come before them to be judged. They do not claim to have authority to forgive sins. They do not claim to be greater than the temple and the Torah or to be the fulfillment and embodiment of the Hebrew Scriptures. They do not claim that their rule will spread to every corner of the world. They do not claim to establish an unconquerable church and institute new sacraments that have themselves as the foundation and focus. They do not claim that all their commandments are to be obeyed.

			Yet with that said, as striking as such statements are, the more striking fact about Jesus is not only that he made such claims, but that somehow such claims are believable. Jesus is believable! Right? You believe him. I believe him. Maybe we’re just extremely gullible. Maybe we were all just brainwashed as children. That might explain some of us, but it doesn’t explain all of us. It doesn’t explain how for so many centuries very sensible, non-superstitious people have taken Jesus at his word. There is something very believable about Jesus, about the testimony of him that a fisherman,1 doctor, and tax collector put together.

			And as I come to this tax collector’s testimony, I compare it to the preaching of Martyn Lloyd-Jones, which can be called “logic on fire.”2 Matthew has a certain logic about him. He gives us various reasonable proofs for Jesus’ crazy claims. But such proofs are not like a mathematical equation. Rather, they are like the burning bush that Moses encountered, a bush that burns but never burns out. You have to come close enough to feel its heat to know it’s true. Logic on fire!

			Think of it like this. I won’t go too far from the burning bush analogy. I’ll just update and extend the metaphor. Think of Matthew’s case for Christ and his absolute authority like one of those metal fire pits. In the fire pit itself are these burning but not burning-out claims of Christ—“I have authority over all things,” etc. Then there are those four sturdy, cast-iron legs that hold the pit up and in place. Each leg by itself would not necessarily hold up the claims, but together they make a pretty solid base.

			Let’s briefly examine the legs that hold up his claims.

			The first leg is fulfillment. Matthew will repeatedly use the word “fulfilled” and phrases like “This was to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet” to show that what was promised in the Old Testament is now being fulfilled in Jesus. He highlights general characteristics of what to expect in the Messiah as well as specific prophecies—e.g., “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son” (1:23) or “Behold, your king is coming to you, humble, and mounted on a donkey” (21:5). Near the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus will say of himself, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (5:17). The idea is this: check what the Old Testament says. Check what Jesus does and says. Then you might very well say, “By golly, the shoe fits!”

			The second leg is teaching. If you have one of those Bibles that has all the words of Jesus in red, in Matthew you will see a lot of red. But the point is not simply that Jesus taught a lot. It is that he taught with authority. That is what the crowds noticed. He taught them “as one who had authority” (7:29). This will be the constant criticism of his critics, who will ask, “By what authority” he does this or says that (cf. 21:23–27).

			Jesus taught with authority, but an authority unlike any other. It’s nice to say, as so many today do, “I like Jesus—the good moral teacher.” But that is to listen to only half the story. That is to read only half the red. Jesus once said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away” (24:35). That is a remarkable statement. How can he say that and get away with it? I think he can do so because so far he has been right! It has been nearly 2,000 years since he first said those words, and we are still talking about them today. I am quoting from Jesus’ teachings to people who still read commentaries on Jesus’ teachings and who have, in fact, experienced the life-changing power of his words.

			The third leg is character. A wise person can say some wise things, and some of those wise things can be remembered, even many years later. We still quote Socrates. But nobody worships Socrates. Why? Well, because he never claimed to be God, and because his character never had to fit his claims. As John Stott says, “There is no dichotomy between [Jesus’] character and his claims.”3

			I am a student of church history. And there is a certain sadness to such study, for whenever I study popular figures in Christian history, I am always left with a bittersweet taste. I admire them. But I also don’t aspire to be like them (at least not precisely). I recognize their flaws. However, I’ve been looking and listening to Jesus and reading about him for two decades now, and I haven’t yet found the flaw. Even what seems like a flaw—like his anger over the fruitless fig tree or his overturning the tables—when I understand what he was doing, all makes marvelous sense. I like Jesus more. I love Jesus more. I want to be like Jesus more. Jesus’ character is so compelling. It supports his claims. And it is his humility, ironically, that I and many other Christians have found to be Christ’s most compelling characteristic. John Stott puts it this way,

			[Jesus’] claims for himself are very disturbing because they are so self-centered; yet in his behavior he was clothed with humility. His claims sound proud, but he was humble. I see this paradox at its sharpest when he was with his disciples in the upper room before he died. He said he was their Lord, their teacher and their judge, but he took a towel, got on his hands and knees, and washed their feet like a common slave. Is this not unique in the history of the world? There have been lots of arrogant people, but they have all behaved like it. There have also been humble people, but they have not made great claims for themselves. It is the combination of egocentricity and humility that is so startling—the egocentricity of his teaching and the humility of his behavior.4

			The fourth leg is his miracles. By themselves, the miracles are not what is unique about him. But as the last and final leg, his miracles hold everything in place perfectly. The healing of the blind men, the lepers, the multiplication of the fishes and loaves, and the resurrection itself all point beyond themselves to Jesus’ identity. They point to his authority—his authority to forgive sins, his authority over disease, and his authority to conquer even death, of which there is nothing so powerful and prevalent in this world. If you can conquer death, you have a lot of power!

			All authority is the first and key note in Matthew’s Gospel. Tragically it is the most disregarded thought in the world today. Non-Christians don’t mind if we sing to them of Jesus’ compassion or humility—just don’t sing of his exclusive authority. Do you hear how people talk today? They staunchly and arrogantly hold their doctrine—“doctrines do not matter”—and with a tinge of moral superiority and intellectual enlightenment (as if able to look over all the cosmos and overlook all religions), they say to us dogmatically, “All belief systems are morally equal and should thus coexist.”

			We are to coexist. Perhaps you have heard that spiritual slogan or seen it written across a bumper sticker. I actually saw it carved into a pumpkin sitting outside a church one Halloween. Do you know what I’m talking about? It is the word “coexist” with each letter a symbol of one of seven world religions or philosophies. It’s a popular slogan because it’s a popular sentiment.
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			Now I assure you, I don’t have a problem with coexisting. I don’t have a problem with tolerance if tolerance means what it should mean. I will tolerate you; that is, I won’t persecute you for your beliefs. I will coexist with you. Christianity, Islam, and Judaism can and do coexist in most places. But I will not put my brain under a bushel basket. Since I am convicted by Matthew’s logic on fire that Jesus has all authority in Heaven and on earth I’m not going to say, “Your god is as true or as real as my God.” Jesus either has all authority or he does not. And if he does not, then let’s move on. Let’s close up shop. Let’s stop calling ourselves Christians. But if he does have all authority, then we can certainly coexist with our fellow human beings who believe differently than we do, as long as we know that we won’t coexist forever, for as Jesus said in Matthew 25:31–34, 41 (quite strikingly and offensively):

			When the Son of Man comes in his glory . . . then he will sit on his glorious throne. Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. . . . Then the king [King Jesus] will say to those on his right, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. . . .” Then he will say to those on his left, “Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.”

			All authority is the first note of Matthew’s melodic line.5 And I know, as you know, that note doesn’t resonate with our culture. Which either means the note is off or our ears are bad. Jesus will tell everyone who rejects his claim that it is the latter.

			All Nations

			Whatever we might think of the first note, thankfully the second note does appeal to our American ears. It is right, and it sounds right. That note is all nations. In the Great Commission, Jesus commissions his followers to take the gospel to the world, to “every tribe and language and people and nation,” as the book of Revelation repeatedly describes (5:9; cf. 13:7; 14:6).

			This might not sound like a radical concept because we know Christianity is the largest religion in the world and the fastest growing and that it has spread to nearly every nook and cranny of this “terrestrial ball,” to borrow from that very applicable hymn, “All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name.” Yet I want you to know that this idea—to “go and make disciples of all nations” not by the sword but by the Word—is a concept as revolutionary as Copernicus’s claim that the earth revolves around the sun.

			Some people think Christianity is a Western religion, and thus assert that it is culturally rigid. That belief (to put it in a very sophisticated way) is the biggest bunch of bunk! Jesus said his kingdom would start as small as a mustard seed and grow slowly but surely into a big and beautiful tree, engrafting people from east and west, north and south, from Jerusalem, Samaria, and the ends of the earth (8:11; 13:31, 47; cf. Acts 1:8). Has he been right about that? Oh yes! As Tim Keller notes,

			The pattern of Christian expansion differs from that of every other world religion. The center and majority of Islam’s population is still in the place of its origin—the Middle East. The original lands that have been the demographic centers of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Confucianism have remained so. By contrast, Christianity was first dominated by Jews and centered in Jerusalem. Later it was dominated by Hellenists and centered in the Mediterranean. Later the faith was received by the barbarians of Northern Europe and Christianity came to be dominated by western Europeans and then North Americans. Today most Christians in the world live in Africa, Latin America, and Asia. Christianity soon will be centered in the southern and eastern hemispheres.6

			Let me ask you a trivia question: What country has or soon will have the most Christians? Missiologists estimate that China—a Communist, officially anti-Christian country—has the most Christians in the world. So, when you think of the future face of Christianity think not of an American girl but a Chinese boy.

			Jesus is the King of the Jews. Matthew will make this point directly and indirectly. But he will also show us that this King of the Jews is also King of the Gentiles—“He will proclaim justice to the Gentiles . . . and in his name the Gentiles will hope” (12:18, 21; cf. Romans 15:9–12).

			Above the cross was written, sarcastically, “This is Jesus, the King of the Jews” (27:37). It was written in Aramaic, Greek, and Latin—the languages of that world (see John 19:20). But today it reads, realistically, “This is Jesus, the King of the Jews and the Gentiles.” And it is written in Aramaic, Greek, Latin, Mandarin, Hindi, Spanish, English, Arabic, Portuguese, Bengali, Russian, Japanese, German, and nearly every other language imaginable.

			In the Synoptic Gospels, when Jesus dies, something significant and symbolic happens. The curtain of the temple is torn in two. This shows God’s power and his approval of the cross. But it also symbolizes that the wall of hostility between Jews and Gentiles has been forever torn down. Now whoever believes in Immanuel can have access to God. In Matthew’s Gospel, as the curtain is tearing, the ground at the foot of the cross is shaking, and the centurion upon that ground as well. Filled with fear and faith, this Gentile Roman soldier announces, “Truly this was the Son of God!” (27:54).

			John the Baptist said, “God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham” (3:9). In Matthew’s Gospel that is exactly what we see—stones being turned into children of God—a Canaanite woman, a ceremonially unclean Jewish woman, lepers, tax collectors, and even two Roman soldiers.

			If you love paradox and irony, you will love this Gospel, for the rulers of the earth—Herod and Pilate—will reject Jesus. The most devoutly religious—the scribes, the Pharisees, and temple authorities—will reject Jesus. But the rejects will not reject him. Those from the wrong race or class or sex find Jesus just alright. The kids picked last for the team are picked up by Jesus. Jesus loves the losers. And the losers love him.

			In the first chapter of Romans, after Paul summarizes “the gospel of God” in verses 1–5 as being good news about Jesus for the nations, he makes that memorable statement in 1:16, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek [i.e., Gentile].” So yes, the gospel is exclusive—it is exclusively about Jesus and his kingdom. But it is also inclusive—it includes all who will believe.

			My brothers and sisters, we must not be ashamed of this exclusive/inclusive gospel. The inclusivity of Christianity is today one of our greatest appeals. The social progressives didn’t get to this first. Jesus got to it. No, Jesus created it! That’s what so astonishing. It is not astonishing that Oprah or Desmond Tutu would say, “We should embrace people of different ethnicities.” But for a Jewish man, twenty centuries ago, to say it and live it out in a culture where the opposite was absolutely normative . . . I can’t think of anything more astonishing. It had the earliest Jewish converts to Christianity scratching their heads. But we should not be scratching ours.

			All Allegiance

			All authority—that’s the first note; all nations, the second; now finally, all allegiance, the third.

			As many have noticed, Matthew’s Gospel is a gospel of discipleship. It speaks of the call, cost, and content of discipleship. Time and time again Jesus will say, “Follow me.” Each time an individual will be met with the same choice we have before us today: Jesus above money? Jesus above power? Jesus above reputation? Jesus above comfort? Jesus above tradition? Jesus above family? Jesus above life and breath? Those are the choices put before both great governors and lowly lepers. Jesus will say:

			Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me . . . whoever does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. (10:37–39)

			Matthew’s Gospel has this beautiful balance between forgiveness, faith, and obedience. At the center of the Sermon on the Mount is the petition “forgive us our debts” (6:12), and at the end of the Lord’s Supper is the pronouncement, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (26:28). And it is this blood that is poured out for the forgiveness of sins that flows into us through faith, giving our dry bones new flesh—new ears and eyes and hearts and hands, giving us all that we need for life and godliness.

			Following Jesus means absolute allegiance—trust in him and obedience to him. In the Great Commission Jesus will put it this way: we are “to observe all” that he has “commanded” (28:20). Do I mean his teachings on sin and Scripture, idolatry and adultery, money and marriage, slander and suffering, anger and evangelism, purity and prayer, alms and anxiety, fasting and forgiveness, luxury and love? Yes! Everything he commanded.

			Christianity is not a pick-n-save religion: you pick whatever teachings you like and you still get saved. Oh no! If that’s how you think, you have it all wrong. Just listen to Jesus if you won’t listen to me. He stated it straight­forwardly: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven” (7:21). To be a follower of Jesus is to be someone who does “the will of [his] Father in heaven” (cf. 12:50)—not perfectly as Jesus did, but consistently and repentantly. It’s a matter of allegiance: Jesus first, everyone and everything else second.

			You see, all authority demands all allegiance from everybody . . . even me and even you.

			Welcome to the Gospel of Matthew!


  2


  Perfect Aim


  Matthew 1:1–17
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  RECENTLY I LISTENED to a fascinating talk by Marvin Rosenthal, a Jewish convert to Christianity. He shared how Matthew’s genealogy was one of the proofs that persuaded him that Jesus is the Messiah. To explain what he meant Rosenthal used a helpful analogy from his experience as a U.S. Marine many decades ago. At the rifle range, he and his fellow soldiers would practice their aim by shooting at a target from three distances—200, 300, and 500 yards. From that distance they couldn’t always tell by the naked eye if their bullets hit the target or not. So, in order to determine their accuracy, one of the soldiers would hide down in a nine-foot ravine behind the target until he heard ten shots. Then he would get up and check the sharpness of the shooter. He would add up the score and relay the results by slipping a colored disk onto the end of a pole and raising it up high. The color of the disk would communicate the shooter’s accuracy. If you missed the target completely, a big flag would be waved, a military way of saying, “You ought to be embarrassed!” Yet, for each bull’s-eye a red disk would be secured to the pole and the pole would go up and down. So if you were six out of ten, the pole would go up and down six times. Now, if you hit the bull’s-eye ten times out of ten, that same pole and red disk would simply be spun around once. Rosenthal goes on to say that, especially for a Jewish audience (who understands the significance and the necessity of genealogical records), Matthew’s genealogy hits the bull’s-eye ten times out of ten.1


  As we explore this genealogy, I’m going to utilize Rosenthal’s analogy with some slight modifications. I want you to think of this text like a target set before us. Let’s make it three targets. And I want you to think of God, not with a rifle in his hand (I’ll tame the imagery just a bit, in fact, I’ll make it more Biblical) but as an archer with a bow and three arrows (e.g., Psalm 64:7). Now watch what he’ll do. With this genealogy he will take three shots at three targets, each time hitting them dead center. God can see that he has hit the bull’s-eyes, but he wants us to see it as well. He wants us, if you will, to insert the red disk, raise up the pole, and turn it once, showing we know and appreciate his perfect aim.


  Right Line—Jesus Is from the Line of Abraham and David


  We will call the first target “God hits the right line.” (Let’s say this one is 200 yards away.) Jesus is from the right bloodline, as Matthew will say from the start. Jesus is “the son of David, the son of Abraham” (v. 1). Abraham and David are two key names in this genealogy. If you miss seeing them (at the top and tail, in v. 1 and v. 17, and also in v. 2 and v. 6), you miss everything.


  Now, what’s so important about these two men? Two promises! God gave each a specific promise. In Genesis 12:1–3 God says to Abraham:


  Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.


  Through Abraham and his offspring God will raise up a people (Israel) who will be a blessing to the entire world (the Gentiles). This is the beginning of the Abrahamic Covenant. Paul also called it, in a broad sense, “the gospel” (Galatians 3:8). This “gospel” is further specified by the Davidic Covenant, the promise made in 2 Samuel 7:12, 13 (cf. 1 Chronicles 17), where David is promised that one of his descendants would establish a forever kingdom:


  When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever.


  Throughout his Gospel, Matthew brings these promises together in the person of Christ, with what Jesus calls “the gospel of the kingdom” (4:23; 9:35; 24:14—this phrase is only used in Matthew). However, this is not the point of the genealogy. Here, the Evangelist is simply showing how God hits the lineage target—i.e., how Jesus is a descendant of both Abraham and David. Jesus comes from the right line. As Craig Blomberg summarizes, he has “the correct scriptural pedigree to be the Messiah.”2 The Messiah must be a Jew (a son of Abraham, v. 2), but he also must be from the tribe of Judah (vv. 2, 3; cf. Genesis 49:8–10), and from one specific member of that tribe (David, v. 6). Jesus has all of this going for him.


  But Jesus wasn’t the only person in world history to have such a lineage. All those listed in verses 6–16 shared his lineage, as well as others who were his contemporaries, like his four brothers (13:55) or the famous rabbi Hillel. So in some ways it’s like the time my mother did our family genealogy in which she traced the O’Donnells back to a line of Irish kings. I come from nobility, which is no surprise to me. But it was a surprise when I learned that all of Ireland was once run by various nobles, thus indicating that anyone with Irish ancestry was descended from some Irish “king.” Well, you’ll be glad to know that Jewish genealogies aren’t the same as Irish ones. Only a select group of men in the history of the world came from Abraham and David. The select group, however, was larger than one man. Jesus wasn’t the only Jew who could claim lineage from this patriarch and that king. And that’s why two more targets are set in place.


  Yet, before we move on to them, I want us here and now to stop and think about the obvious, which we so often fail to do. In Matthew 1:18–25, which we will look at in the next chapter, an angel appears to Joseph and tells him what is happening with Mary, his betrothed. He is told about this son who is to come, whom he is to name, “Jesus,” which means “Yahweh saves.” After he is told the details of the divine plan, we read in verses 22, 23:


  All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet [Isaiah]: “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel” (which means, God with us).


  Jesus is Immanuel. The man Jesus is “God with us.” Now, while “Immanuel” can refer merely to God’s presence through Jesus, as John Nolland argues,3 I believe an additional complementary truth can be embraced, which in no way diminishes Matthew’s emphasis. That truth is that the one who brings to humankind the divine presence (Jesus) is also fully divine. Matthew stresses equally that Jesus is the presence of God in the world (cf. 18:20; 28:20),4 while being the fleshly embodiment of the deity. Thus I say that what Paul said in Colossians 2:9 is a fitting summary of Matthew 1:23: “For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily.”


  That’s so easy to forget, isn’t it? I forgot the awesomeness of it until I opened Charles Spurgeon’s commentary on Matthew and saw how he pauses in his second paragraph on the genealogy. He ceases making observations and for a time simply engages in pure adoration. “Marvelous condescension,” he writes, “that [God] should be a man, and have a genealogy, even He who ‘was in the beginning with God,’ and ‘thought it not robbery to be equal to God’!”5 Marvelous condescension!


  We think it is such a wonderful thing when a queen from another country comes to visit and offers her greetings and love. We think it is such a wonderful thing when a rich businessman volunteers for a night to help at a homeless shelter, providing food and comfort to the poor. We think it is such a wonderful thing when a professional athlete gives of her time to conduct a free clinic for inner-city kids. Such are wonderful things, all of which we recognize, appreciate, and applaud—the humility and condescension. But what marvelous, unfathomable humility and condescension it was when God became man. When you read 1:1, “the book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ” alongside 1:23, “and they shall call his name Immanuel,” it ought to be enough for us to stop and think, to pause and praise, and to join in the angelic chorus, singing,


  

  Veiled in flesh, the Godhead see,


  Hail th’ incarnate Deity!


  Pleased as man with men to dwell,


  Jesus our Emmanuel.


  Hark! The herald angels sing,


  “Glory to the newborn King.”6


  Right Time—Jesus Came at the Right Time


  Jesus is from the right line. That’s important and necessary. Without it we stop the target practice. We look for a Messiah elsewhere.


  In addition, Jesus was born at the right time. That’s the second target we’ll take a look at, and we’ll see that God’s arrow here likewise goes straight into the middle. Look at verse 17. Matthew wants to make sure we see this. So he ends the genealogy like this:


  So all the generations from Abraham to David were fourteen generations, and from David to the deportation to Babylon fourteen generations, and from the deportation to Babylon to the Christ fourteen generations.


  Matthew is saying that there are three key periods thus far in salvation history. Frederick Dale Bruner helpfully suggests that we think of the history here like the capital letter N. The first fourteen generations head upward from Abraham to David, the second fourteen downward from Solomon to the Babylonian exile, and then the final fourteen “move upward again in hope and fulfillment from the exile to Christ.”7


  Scholars disagree as to why Matthew structures the genealogy this way. Some say the number fourteen is a literary device called a gemetria. In Hebrew each letter has numerical value. Aleph, the first letter, is worth one; dalet, the fourth letter, is worth four; vav, the sixth letter, is worth six, etc. The word “David” in Hebrew is comprised of three letters (dalet/vav/dalet—four/six/four) which equal fourteen. So perhaps Matthew is telling us prosaically as well as poetically, “Jesus is the son of David” (underline David).


  Others theorize that the three fourteens are just a structural way of aiding our weak memories.8 The argument is that Matthew limits all the names he could have had so we would remember the genealogy itself and the necessary and important names within it.


  Beyond the numerical or mnemonic value, Matthew’s structure has theological value. He has intentionally selected names (real historical people who are really part of Joseph and Mary’s line) and arranged them to make the same theological point that Paul made in Galatians 4:4a: “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son” (cf. Hebrews 9:26). In other words, God has designed history around the birth of Jesus.


  On paper we agree. Christmas is the center of history. But so often this head knowledge has yet to make it to our hearts. We might write BC (“Before Christ”) or AD (“Anno Domini,” “in the year of our Lord”), but we are often far removed theologically and emotionally from the importance of this reality.


  Have you ever wondered why Jesus didn’t come to earth as a man in the modern age rather than in the first century? Why didn’t he come to earth during the era of television, video, and the Internet, when nearly all that he said and did could be precisely documented? Can’t you just picture CNN reporters and paparazzi camped a few feet away from Jesus and the Twelve for three years straight? Can’t you imagine a streaming video of his each and every movement? Can’t you imagine the ten o’clock news starting every night with something from the life of Christ—“Today Jesus healed ten lepers. We interviewed nine of them. One refused an interview in order to return to Jesus for a word of thanks.” And can’t you imagine years from now, when some rebellious teen started to doubt the claims of Christ, how the teachers of the times would just pull out their computerized contraptions and say, “Now, son, look here, it’s all on video.” And then this teacher would proceed to show the clip, the most famous one played on YouTube—Jesus’ resurrection. Everyone has seen it. The reporter is outside the tomb, giving a play-by-play of Jesus’ life, and while he’s saying something about Christ’s claim to rise again, lo and behold, the stone is rolled away. There it is on film! They take a close-up and out comes the Son of God, just as he said he would. Who wouldn’t believe?


  Sometimes we wish God’s timing were different. And sometimes we wish God took out the “faith” part of our faith. What I mean is, some of us think like Carl Sagan thought. Sagan, the brilliant scientist but foolish man, once said he’d believe there was a God if God had written the Ten Commandments on the moon. Well sure, everyone would believe if that were the case. But that would take the faith out of faith, which would as be as bad as taking the mystery out of romance, the curiosity out of the cat, or the oxygen out of the air.


  When Scripture says that Jesus came at “the fullness of time,” it means it. God designed history—with the rise of this empire and the fall of that one, with this person born here and that person born there, with this event happening now and that one then—to prepare us for Jesus and to give room for faith. God values us too much to treat us like robots, and I’ll add (and maybe I’m bold to do so) that only unimaginative atheists want the Ten Commandments painted on the moon or Jesus captured on videotape.


  The Bible tells us that while God’s ways are hidden to some extent (e.g., Deuteronomy 29:29; cf. 2 Corinthians 4:3–6), nevertheless “his invisible attributes, namely his eternal power and divine nature,” as Romans 1:20 puts it, are as obvious as the North Star on a clear night. When we die, we will find this reality to be as real as oxygen, which we cannot see or taste or touch, but we know it’s there, keeping us alive every second of the day.


  God is real, and he is faithful, and we can see such attributes in creation and in Scripture. Yet God has not made himself so self-evident that no faith whatsoever is required. How boring that would be. How dull. How lifeless. How robotic. How so not like he who created this unbelievably complex, mysterious, beautiful universe. How so not like he who glories in bestowing the gift of faith to undeserving and rebellious sinners (see Matthew 16:17).


  There is enough evidence for my children—whether it’s facial features, lanky limbs, or personality characteristics—to recognize me as their father. But if each one of them demanded a DNA test before they would acknowledge and appreciate me as such, then they would be very ungrateful and overly demanding children. God has given us creation—what Calvin called the theatre of his glory—and Scripture, what I’ll call the evidence of his faithfulness, and yet how many humans want a DNA test before they will call him, “Abba, Father.” Thankless little brats, aren’t they?


  Let’s not be thankless little brats. Let’s look at the arrow in the middle of this target. Let’s have faith, more than we had when we read the last page. Let’s recognize that Jesus came at the right time, which is one of the many marks that he’s the right one. He is the Messiah with whom we can trust our very lives.


  Right Design—Jesus Came Even for Gentile Sinners


  So here we are, sitting and waiting in the nine-foot ravine. We’ve come up once to see God hit that first target right in the middle—Jesus, the Son of David and Abraham. We are in awe of the incarnation. Then we’ve come up again to see God hit that second target dead-on—Jesus came at the right time (fourteen/fourteen/fourteen). Our faith in his faithfulness and in his sovereign rule of this world and its history is elevated. Finally we hear the third arrow strike. We jump up and see that, sure enough, God is three for three.


  The first target is the right line, the second is the right time, and the third is (oh yes, I’ve made it rhyme with line and time) the right design. It is not simply that Jesus came as a Jew from a lineage of kings and at the perfect time in history, but it is also the design of it all—why he came and for whom he came. That’s what we’ll explore last but not least. In fact, this last point likely is the least least. This is the 500-yard shot that strikes with such accuracy and force that it goes through the bull’s-eye and out the back of the target! It’s the shot we are to see, stand up, and applaud!


  So, what’s the design? It is a strange design, but it’s a Scriptural one.


  Matthew’s genealogy is unparalleled. While it appeals to a Jewish audience because it is a genealogy, it has at least three peculiarities that would have offended a pharisaical Jew who, for example, valued racial, moral, and patriarchal purity.


  The first peculiarity is that Matthew includes five women: Tamar (v. 3), Rahab (v. 5), Ruth (v. 5), the wife of Uriah, whom we know to be Bathsheba (v. 6), and Mary (v. 16), the mother of our Lord. This mention of women here is as strange as having “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary” as the first two official eyewitnesses of the resurrection, which Matthew records in 28:1–10. This is peculiar because a woman’s testimony was not valid in a court of law, and a woman’s name in a Jewish genealogy was of little legal significance. (Note the word “father,” repeated thirty-nine times!) This is why in other Biblical genealogies, such as the first nine chapters of 1 Chronicles, very few women are mentioned, and the ones who are named are likely added to show “the purity of the line or enhance its dignity.”9 But here in Matthew, the great Hebrew matriarchs are missing.10 Where is Sarah, Rebekah, or Leah?


  Matthew records five women in this genealogy. This is peculiar. But it’s a peculiarity with a purpose. It’s part of the plan. It’s in the divine design. With the coming of Jesus, women do not gain new status within God’s covenant people. However, they do take on key roles in the drama of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. Matthew sees fit to note this at the beginning and end of his Gospel.


  Now, if it’s not bad enough that there are so many women in this genealogy, it is even worse (to continue my sarcasm) that four out of five are not even Jewish. Besides Mary, who was likely herself from the kingly line of David,11 Jesus’ genealogy is full of a bunch of Gentile women! Tamar and Rahab were Canaanites (a race of people with which the Israelites were forbidden to intermarry). Ruth was a Moabite. The Moabites trace their lineage back to incestuous Lot. Remember the story of Genesis 19? It’s a true but terrible story. Moreover, we’re told in Deuteronomy 23:3–5 that the Moabites were excluded from Israel’s assembly because they refused to give them food and drink after they left Egypt. So, for Naomi’s son to marry Ruth in the first place would have been as scandalous as a Swedish-American in the 1920s marrying an African-American. “You want to marry a Moabite?” We can almost hear Naomi cringe. Then we have Bathsheba. She was the wife of Uriah before she was the wife of David. Uriah, we are told in 2 Samuel 11:3, was a Hittite. He was a Gentile. While Bathsheba was likely an Israelite, as she was the daughter of Eliam, the son of Ahithophel the Gilonite (2 Samuel 11:3; 23:34),12 through marriage she legally become a Hittite.


  So am I saying that King David’s great-grandmother was a Moabite and his wife, the mother of great King Solomon, a Hittite of sorts? I’m afraid so. The bloodline is impure. It’s as bad as Prince Charles marrying that woman of non-royal stock. Ah, but again, it’s all part of the plan, a plan that Paul explains most plainly in Galatians 3:27–29: “For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise.” Even Canaanites, as we shall see in 15:21–28, can come into the kingdom; even Gentile dogs can eat the crumbs that fall from the King’s table.


  The first peculiarity of this genealogy is the mention of five women. The second is that at least three are Gentiles. The third is that most of them were involved in (how shall I put this?) irregular sexual liaisons. Tamar dressed as a prostitute in order to get her father-in-law, Judah, to give her lawful offspring. This plan worked, for that’s how Perez and Zerah (the twins mentioned in v. 3) came into this world. Forget the soap opera tomorrow morning or Desperate Housewives reruns. Just give good old Genesis 38 a read. That’s Tamar. Then we have Rahab, who didn’t disguise herself as a prostitute but actually was a prostitute in Jericho, that wicked town where the walls came tumbling down. She became—as the books of Joshua (2), Hebrews (11) and James (2) point out—a woman of faith. However, the scandal of her past is what it is. Finally, we have Bathsheba, who was certainly taken advantage of by King David. But she was, in my estimation, not perfectly innocent. She was after all taking an indiscreet bath out in the open, in the king’s view, and she didn’t say no to his advances when the Law said that a woman should in such a situation. Either way, even if she was only 2 percent to blame, she was involved in an adulterous affair, one that cost the life of her first husband and her first son and one that certainly marred her reputation.


  Yet even the sexual irregularities of these women are part of the design. For they prepare us for the most irregular sexual or non-sexual encounter of all time. They prepare us for the virgin conception and birth.13 For those who doubt that God would work through an unmarried, teenage girl to bring about the Messiah, Matthew is saying, “Well, take a look at Grandma Tamar and Bathsheba. Look at the line. Notice the design!” If David and Solomon could come from where they came from, then the King of kings could come, as Isaiah said he would, from a virgin, this pure girl of marred reputation named Mary.


  Now as I said, that’s one of the things that Matthew is up to. The other is this: Jesus comes from the right stock, but it is bad stock. As one commentator says, there is “no pattern of righteousness in the lineage of Jesus.”14 Jesus comes from a bunch of sinners. I don’t just mean Tamar and Rahab. Look at the list of wicked kings here—e.g., Rehoboam, Abijah, and Ahaz. Ahaz!


  Moreover, look at the so-called “righteous” men of old—like Abraham (who lied) or Judah (whose idea it was to sell his brother Joseph into slavery and who was, after his own admission, worse than Tamar) or David (with his adultery and murder, two permanent marks on his background check) or Solomon (with his polygamy and idolatry) or even good Hezekiah (with his pride in being good). And you thought your family tree is a mess. It’s as if Matthew puts a criminal lineup before us.


  But why? What’s the moral of this method? Why inform us that “Jesus did not belong to the nice clean world of middle-class respectability, but rather he ‘belonged to a family of murderers, cheats, cowards, adulterers and liars’”?15 The point is “almost too obvious to belabor.”16 Matthew wants to show us what Paul will teach us in 1 Timothy 1:15: “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.” Jesus came not for the righteous but the unrighteous (cf. 9:13), for sinners—like Matthew the tax collector and Rahab the prostitute. He came for sinners like you and like me.


  Conclusion: The Genesis of Jesus


  In the Greek the word “genealogy” can be rendered “genesis”—“The book of the ‘Genesis’ of Jesus Christ.”17 This is important to note, for with Jesus we have a “New Genesis,”18 a new beginning, one far greater than the first. For whereas God in the first Genesis fashioned the deepest oceans and the highest heavens, now in his Son he has poured into those places grace upon grace.


  

  Grace, grace, God’s grace,


  Grace that will pardon and cleanse within;


  Grace, grace, God’s grace,


  Grace that is greater than all our sin.19


  

  Grace—that’s not the poison but the potion on the tip of this last arrow, the one that has gone through the target but should now be stuck in your heart.


  Jesus came from the right line at the right time. And it was indeed the right design—designed for sinners like you and me.


  3


  Conceiving Christ


  Matthew 1:18–25
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  WHEN MY SON Simeon was three,1 he liked to look at the moon. We could be walking through our neighborhood on a partially cloudy night or driving along the highway at the break of dawn, and instead of first noticing the colored Christmas lights on the trees or the cool sports car passing on the left, Simeon would spot the moon. “I see the moon!” he’d belt out from his car seat. “I see the moon,” he’d say, squeezing my hand as we walked.


  One night at home his gift for observing the obvious was especially memorable. He turned to the window, and there it was again. “Dad, the moon,” he said softly and with astonishment, as if he had never seen it before. “I know, Simeon,” I replied mildly and with less astonishment. I added playfully, “Do you think you can touch it?” Without hesitation he turned to the window, climbed up the arm of a chair, crossed over onto the windowsill, and reached his right hand up to the sky. He was only 384,403 kilometers shy of it. Discouraged but not dissuaded, he jumped down and ran to the front room, once again finding the moon. “There’s another one,” he yelled. Then he backed up. He ran. He leapt. He reached. This time I swear he almost touched it.


  To Simeon the moon’s movements were mysterious, its light lovely, and its texture close enough to touch. Sometimes when we come to passages like Matthew’s condensed Christmas story, we don’t come with that childlike curiosity and wonder—looking at the everyday with awe, perceiving the familiar as fascinating. But we should. We should become like little children, which Jesus said is the only way to get into the kingdom. Here’s how we’ll do it with Matthew 1:18–25. I’ll show you in this text three important yet oftentimes unobserved observations—ones that when seen afresh, I hope will cause you to see the passage afresh. And perhaps for the first time in a long time, what has become ordinary will once again be extraordinary, as extraordinary as the moon in the eyes of an inquisitive boy.


  The Scandal


  Let’s begin our spiritual coming of age. The first observation is the scandal surrounding Christ’s conception. Look with me at verses 18, 19. For now I will take out the phrase that de-scandalizes the scene—“from the Holy Spirit.” I’ll take that out so you can feel some of what Mary and Joseph must have felt. So verses 18, 19 now read:


  Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she was found to be with child. . . . And her husband Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to divorce her quietly.


  What’s going on here? Two facts are clear: Mary is “with child,” and consequently Joseph doesn’t want to be with her. What is not clear, however (at least not to some modern readers), is how Joseph can be called Mary’s “husband” when they are not yet married, and how they are not yet married, but Joseph can divorce her.


  The key to solving these riddles is grasping the cultural context. At this time and place in history, “marriage was held to be,” as William Barclay somewhat smugly suggests, “far too serious a step to be left to the dictates of the human heart.”2 As it was for most couples in this culture, Mary and Joseph’s parents had likely arranged their marriage. Here’s how it worked. First, the fathers of the two families would engage the couple. This would usually happen in childhood. Second, later in life, this couple would be betrothed. The girl was usually a teenager, and the man was usually older. So to be clear, their betrothal is not the same as our engagement. Rather, betrothal was the nearest step to marriage. It was the process of ratifying the engagement into which the couple had previously entered.


  During the engagement period, the young woman could break the agreement if she was unwilling to marry the man. Conversely, the man could break off the engagement if the woman had not kept her virginity. But once they entered betrothal (which lasted one year), it was absolutely binding. During that year, although they didn’t live together or sleep together, the couple was actually known as “husband and wife.” This explains why Joseph in our text is called Mary’s “husband” (v. 19; cf. Deuteronomy 22:24).3 Now here’s the final point of clarification: the only way a betrothal could be broken was through a legal divorce, which explains what Joseph was up to in verse 19.


  So then, do you see the scandal of it all? Mary is pregnant. Yet she is betrothed to Joseph. Joseph is not the father of this baby. Now, if this scenario is still scandalous in our anything-goes, play-by-your-own-rules culture, imagine how it would have been in their anything-does-not-go, abide-by-God’s-rules culture.


  Mary was in a tough spot. But Matthew reminds us that Joseph’s spot wasn’t any softer. Mary was the woman whom he agreed to love, the woman who was to have his children and to nurture and teach them. Mary was the woman who was going to manage his household. And she was found out! She was found to be with child, and thus (apparently) with the stain of sexual sin. Worse than that, this baby was not his, biologically speaking. He had not touched her. He knew that. This could only mean that somebody else had.


  Stop and think about this. Walk a moment in his shoes. Breathe the air he was breathing. How would you feel if you were in his situation? Would you be humiliated or angry or jealous? Matthew doesn’t tell us how Joseph felt. But it is difficult to imagine him so stoic that these emotions never entered his heart.


  So what did he do? What could he do? What would you do?


  He thought seriously and patiently about the matter,4 and then he “resolved” to do what was best for both persons: “And . . . Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to divorce her quietly.”


  Being a just man, he could not simply disregard God’s Law (see Deuteronomy 22:23–27), and to marry Mary would have been to do just that. It would have been to overlook an offense that God’s Word says should not be overlooked. In fact, it would have been to admit guilt when he was not guilty. In a sense, it would be to lie—“Yes, it’s my child; shame on us.”


  I envision the weight of this decision in this way. On one shoulder Joseph has the righteous requirements of God’s Law whispering in his ear, “You have to expose her error. This sin cannot go unpunished.” On the other shoulder is the compassion and mercy of God’s Law (cf. 23:23). (And note here that it’s not a devil and an angel on his shoulders; these are two angels, if you will; two angels wrestling with his heart.) Compassion counsels him, “Joseph, a private divorce is the way to proceed. Dismiss her quietly. In this way you show both the justice and the love of God.”


  The Spirit


  Thankfully, for Joseph, Mary, and Jesus (and us!), God promptly provided an alternative plan. He whisked away these two imaginary angels and sent a real one. Look with me at verse 20 and we’ll fill in the blank that earlier we left in the text: “But as [Joseph] considered these things, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary as your wife, for that which is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.’” From the Holy Spirit is the second observation I want us to see. We move now from the scandal to the Spirit.


  What Joseph was missing was this bit of information, the important information given to us in verse 18 and to Mary during the annunciation. After the angel Gabriel gave the news and after Mary said in essence, “How can this be? How can I, a virgin, have a baby?” do you remember how Gabriel responded? He said, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you” (Luke 1:35). Now notice in Matthew that this truth is twice emphasized. In verse 18 and here in verse 20 we find the phrase “from the Holy Spirit.”


  Have you ever thought about the role of the Spirit in the conception of Christ? I’ll admit I hadn’t until Matthew made me. And now I’m making you. Rest assured I’m not going to delve into the mystery of it all. That is, I’m not going to attempt to describe (for the first time ever!) the supernatural/biological process by which the Spirit worked in the virgin’s womb. I am still waiting to be taken up into the third heaven for that revelation. For now I will simply point out the obvious—something as obvious as the moon, something so obvious you will wonder why I’m paid to do this. Here it is: The Holy Spirit made the preexistent second person of the Trinity into a human being.


  The Spirit genesis-ed Jesus!


  Why do I say it that way? Well, because that’s how our text actually says it. Verse 18 reads in the original Greek: “Now the genesis of Jesus Christ . . .” (cf. 1:1). It is not “the genesis,” of course, in the sense of the birth of God’s preexistent Son, but rather “the genesis” of the Spirit’s work to take the preexistent Son and form his inward parts—to knit him together in his mother’s womb, to make him “fearfully and wonderfully” human (cf. Psalm 139:13, 14).


  Look how the creed of the First Council of Constantinople (the Nicene Creed of AD 381) summarizes what Scripture teaches here:


  We believe . . . in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God . . . who for us men and for our salvation, came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit [ek pneumatos hagiou—the same as in our Bible text] of the Virgin Mary, and was made man.


  It was the work of the Holy Spirit to genesis Jesus. Just as the Spirit “was hovering over the face of the waters” at creation (Genesis 1:2), so here for our salvation the Spirit “overshadowed” Mary’s womb (Luke 1:35), making God’s Son into one of us—with bones and brains and blood, with lungs and lips and lymph nodes, with head and heart and hands.


  Here I plea for awe and understanding. We ought to be (again and again!) in awe of the incarnation. But we also ought to understand better the person and doctrine of the Holy Spirit. We ought to grasp not only the necessity of the Spirit’s work in the birth of Christ (i.e., “The Son is not the Son without the Spirit,” as Wolfhart Pannenburg nicely phrases it),5 but also that this work of the Holy Spirit in the conception of Christ is a fleshly work.6 The Spirit’s work is material, tangible, and visible. Ironically, the Spirit’s work is fleshly!


  A few years ago, a non-charismatic woman shared with me, a non-charismatic pastor, an interesting episode from a charismatic friend who had just returned from a charismatic retreat. On the retreat there was, as expected, much emphasis on and expression of the spiritual gifts, especially speaking in tongues. Now, when these two ladies conversed about this—talking about the Holy Spirit—near the end of the conversation, the charismatic Christian said with great astonishment, “Oh, I didn’t know that you even believed in the Holy Spirit!” The assumption behind that remark (I assume) was this: people don’t believe in the Holy Spirit if they don’t talk about him often and if they don’t regularly manifest the outward gifts.


  I don’t deny in any way that the spiritual gifts mentioned in 1 Corinthians 12 —14 are real manifestations of the Holy Spirit. However, I do want to say that the primary work of the Holy Spirit is not found in the spiritual gifts. The primary work—or I suppose we should say the primary works—of the Holy Spirit are found in creation and in re-creation (i.e., regeneration). And here in our text, as it is often in Scripture, the focus is on the Spirit’s work in creation, this time the creation of God in the flesh.


  You see, one of the problems in the church today is that the work of the Holy Spirit is over-spiritualized. Does that sound strange? I suppose it should. But here’s what I mean: where the Holy Spirit is present in the world, we see the humanity of Jesus believed and even emphasized. Conversely, where other spirits, false or demonic spirits, are at work, we find a Jesus without flesh—a super-spiritualized Jesus, a kind of cosmic Christ.


  This was one of the issues the Apostle John dealt with in his three epistles. It was the main theological controversy of his day. To put it plainly, the false teachers forgot about Christmas. They so emphasized Christ’s divinity that they neglected his humanity. And what did John say to that? Here is the apostolic acid test of orthodoxy: “By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God” (1 John 4:2).


  How do you know if your church is Spirit-filled? One way you can know is if Jesus—in all his heavenly divinity and in all his earthly humanity—is the focus! Frederick Dale Bruner calls this “the Christocentricity of the Spirit.” He explains:


  It is my impression from a study of the Holy Spirit in the New Testament (cf. The Holy Spirit: Shy Member of the Trinity)7 that the true humanity of Jesus Christ is one of the two major “lectures” of the Holy Spirit. (The other lecture is, in Paul’s words, the Spirit’s teaching us to say that “Jesus is Lord” (i.e., divine, 1 Cor 12:3). To put this in another way, the Holy Spirit does two major works: first, the Spirit brings Christ down to earth and makes him human; second, the Spirit lifts Christ up and shows Jesus’ divinity. In other words, the Holy Spirit is a good theologian and gives two main courses: The True Humanity of Jesus Christ the first semester and The True Divinity of Jesus Christ the second. . . . It is the work of the Holy Spirit, in either course, to bring Jesus Christ into human lives.8


  The Holy Spirit has been called the shy and humble member of the Trinity because it is his divine task to help us exalt the Father and the Son.9 So yes, I believe in the Holy Spirit! I say that with some conviction, even charisma. I hope you can say the same.


  The role of the Holy Spirit in the conception of Christ—what a wonderful truth to think about on Christmas! It is as obvious as the moon but so often unobserved and undervalued.


  The Surrogate


  Let’s review. Thus far, we have the scandal (the scandal of Christ’s conception) and the Spirit (the Spirit’s significant role in Christ’s conception). Finally, we have the surrogate, referring to Jesus’ surrogate, earthly father, Joseph.10


  If the Holy Spirit is the shy member of the Holy Trinity, Joseph is the shy member of the holy family. But shy or not, his importance ought to animate our minds.


  Look again at this passage before us and see how Matthew writes this story. He starts, quite plainly and straightforwardly, “Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way” (1:18). But notice he does not immediately describe the birth. There is no nativity. There is no mention of Mary’s labor and delivery. Moreover, unlike Luke’s Gospel, where the reader sees the unfolding events through Mary’s eyes, here in Matthew it is through Joseph’s eyes. Verse 18 introduces the situation. Then the rest of our passage focuses on Joseph and his conception, if you will, of the conception of Christ.


  In church tradition Joseph has earned the nickname not “Shy Joseph” but “Quiet Joseph.” That is because he never speaks. That is, in the Gospels we have no record of him uttering a word. But here, while Joseph may indeed be quiet (so to speak), we see how his actions—his “prompt, simple, and unspectacular” obedient actions—speak louder than words (cf. his actions in chapter 2 as well).11 Look again with me, starting in verse 19, and pay attention to Joseph:


  And her husband Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to divorce her quietly. But as he considered these things, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary as your wife. . . . She will bear a son, and you [singular] shall call his name Jesus. . . .” When Joseph woke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him: he took his wife, but knew her not until she had given birth to a son. And he called [the child’s] name Jesus. (vv. 19–25)


  Joseph is the subject of most of the sentences above.


  One of the first sermons I ever preached was on Genesis 39, which is the story of Joseph, the son of the patriarch Jacob (cf. 1:2b, 16). In that sermon I showed how the context surrounding the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife (Genesis 39) was key to understanding the beginning of salvation history.


  You know the story of Joseph, right? The world is still making musicals about it. The story of Joseph starts in Genesis 37, and it is quickly and apparently interrupted in Genesis 38 by the story of Judah and his illicit relationship with Tamar, his widowed daughter-in-law. I mentioned that relationship in the previous chapter. Recall that Judah and Tamar got together when they shouldn’t have and out came the twins—Perez and Zerah.


  The question I asked in my Genesis 39 sermon was this: what does Judah have to do with Joseph? What does faithless Judah have to do with faithful Joseph? Why even mention Judah at the start of the grand drama of Joseph? Well, one reason is that he is a foil. Judah’s impurity highlights Joseph’s purity. Judah propositioned his daughter-in-law, who he mistakenly thought was a shrine prostitute. Joseph, on the other hand, was repeatedly propositioned by a powerful (and beautiful?) Egyptian woman and yet resisted each time. The other reason (and the more important one) is this: Joseph, who will come to power in Egypt, will save his brothers’ lives, including Judah’s. This is crucial, we learn at the end of Genesis (Genesis 49:10), because it is through Judah’s offspring that the Christ will come (Hebrews 7:14)—the lion of the tribe of Judah, the ultimate King of God’s people.


  Matthew knows the importance of this story (the interweaving of these Genesis stories), and that’s why he starts his Gospel about Jesus with a genealogy. Matthew 1:2, 3 states, “Abraham was the father of Isaac, and Isaac the father of Jacob, and Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers, and Judah the father of Perez and Zerah by Tamar.” Now, keep your eyes on those names (as we are following Judah’s line) and look ahead to verse 6, which leads us to David—“and Jesse the father of David the king.” Now we are getting somewhere! But where? Is this the king we are looking for? Let’s keep following Judah’s line that has become David’s line. Where does this line lead? Look at verse 16. Take your pencil and write next to this verse the word, “Wow!” “And Jacob [not the patriarch] the father of Joseph [Joseph who?] the husband of Mary, of whom Jesus was born.”


  So why is Joseph, the husband of Mary, so important to Jesus? What does this Joseph have to do with our Jesus? That’s the question for this text. Well, you say, he functions as a competent and reliable witness to Mary’s virginity (which is so important for the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy, mentioned in v. 23).12 Yes, that’s true. But he is much more than that. Look at verse 20. The angel gives away the answer. “Behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream, saying, ‘Joseph, son of David . . .’”13 There it is! You can also put a “Wow!” next to “son of David.” Did you know that other than this reference only Jesus in all the Gospels is called “Son of David”? Which means what? It means that Joseph has royal blood. It means that this humble carpenter (13:55) is from “the house of David” (Luke 1:27). And God promised long ago that a king would come from the line of Judah and from the line of David to reign forevermore. In the annunciation, Mary hears this about her son:


  He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end. (Luke 1:32, 33)


  Jesus has the right lineage, Scripturally speaking. He is the son of Abraham and the son of David. But how does he get to be the son of David? Is it through Mary? Maybe. Maybe not. Nowhere is that the point, either in Luke or Matthew. Rather, and more certainly, it is through Joseph, his surrogate father!14


  Why is this narrative before us so important? It is important because it shows us how Joseph made Mary’s son his own son. That is, he made Jesus his legally. How? Two ways. First, “he took [Mary as] his wife” (v. 24). Second, “And he [Joseph] called his name Jesus” (v. 25). By accepting Mary as his wife and by naming her child, he officially bestowed upon Jesus “the status of a descendant of David.”15


  Think of the first chapter of Matthew’s Gospel in this way. The first seventeen verses—the genealogy—confirm to us that Jesus is the promised one, and then the last eight verses (with their focus on Joseph) confirm to us that Jesus is truly from the line of David, or as Paul writes, Jesus “was descended from David according to the flesh” (Romans 1:3). The camera lens is wide in verses 1–17 focusing on the big picture of salvation history. It narrows its focus in verses 18–25 upon the holy family—Mary, Jesus, and (don’t forget!) Joseph.


  I don’t want to overdo this point, but I should mention (it would be wrong for me not to mention just briefly) how this fits with verses 22, 23.


  All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet: “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel” (which means, God with us).


  That is a quotation of Isaiah 7:14. It speaks of a sign—a virgin conception and birth—that would be given to the “house of David” (Isaiah 7:13). Now, while there is a child born in Isaiah 8, this child is not the full fulfillment of this prophecy. As we read on in Isaiah, especially in Isaiah 9 and 11, we learn of a unique child still to come. There will be a “super-fulfillment” of the prophecy, as Daniel Harrington words it.16 Isaiah 9:6, 7 reads:


  For unto us a child is born, to us a son is given; and the government shall be upon his shoulder, and his name shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase of his government and of peace there will be no end, on the throne of David and over his kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time forth and forevermore.


  So what does Joseph have to do with Jesus? Joseph adopts Jesus into the house of David.


  Don’t underestimate the unique role of quiet Joseph. Quiet Joseph quietly bestows upon Jesus this kingly inheritance and right. Joseph the surrogate—might we say that he is as important as the Spirit in this Christmas story?


  Seeing like Simeon


  Most nights, when my family gathers at the dinner table, we pray before the meal. When one year old Charlotte had already mastered the ritual.17 Often she would pull herself up onto her chair and say the word “pray.” Then she would fold her chubby, soft hands together, close her eyes, bow her head, and wait reverently, angelically.


  My son Simeon is quite different. He performs no sinless Charlottean ceremony of his own. Instead he squirms into and in his spot, grabs his food with his fingers, shoving some in his mouth, and prays with his mouth full and his eyes wide open. I have never found such boyish behavior acceptable. Yet I will say, looking at this from the broadest and most generous perspective, perhaps the last part of his routine is justifiable and even commendable; perhaps Simeon struggles to close his eyes because he fears he’ll miss seeing something spectacular, like a ladybug dancing on the floor or a new moon rising in the sky. And if that is the case, then we can learn something from him. Perhaps each Christmas we should pray with our eyes wide open—open to the creation around us, open to the wonders of God’s Word, open to the heavens, never knowing when the One who came in humility will come again in glory, with the stars in his hands and the moon bright beneath his feet.


  4


  Fulfillments and Fulfillment


  Matthew 1:18—2:23
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  IN 1893 CHICAGO HOSTED the World’s Columbian Exposition, also called the Chicago World’s Fair. Daniel Burnham, later responsible for The Plan of Chicago, was one of the distinguished architects called upon to design this event. At that time Burnham lived in Evanston. The Fair was to be in Jackson Park on the south lakefront, about twenty miles away. In those days, with poorly paved roads and inefficient means of transportation, for Burnham to commute daily from Sheridan Road down to S. Stony Island Avenue was unfeasible. So as he planned for the Fair, he actually worked and lived on the South Side. This time away from family in Evanston was very difficult for him, as attested by the many letters he wrote to his wife, speaking of how he missed her and longed to be home.


  Now think of this. If it took Burnham in the late nineteenth century about half a day to travel from Evanston to Jackson Park, imagine how long it would have taken “the wise men” and their entourage in the first century to travel “from the east”—which could have been what is today Jordan, Iraq, Iran, Saudi Arabia, or even as far east as Afghanistan. From Baghdad to Bethlehem is 547 miles of extremely inhospitable terrain. But even if it wasn’t that far—if it was only 200 miles or twenty miles—why would anyone desire to do this? Why leave friends and family (maybe wife and children) for likely a year or two? What’s at stake? What’s the need? What’s the driving impulse?


  Precise Fulfillments


  Our discovery begins with our grasping what Matthew is doing here in the first part of his Gospel. Like a good architect, he has structured his narrative of the life of Jesus in a certain way. He begins with Jesus’ genealogy in 1:1–17 in order to show that Jesus comes from the right line at the right time and how it is just the right design. That’s the groundwork he puts in place. From there he erects five pillars. Starting in 1:18 and ending in 2:23, Matthew gives us five fulfillments of what has been said through the prophets—1:22, 23; 2:6, 15, 17, 18, and 23.1 The first two are what I’ll call precise fulfillments; the latter three are patterned fulfillments.


  By precise I mean: This is that. I borrow this phrase from Acts 2:16 in the King James Version or Young’s Literal Translation, where Peter uses it in his first sermon. This (what is happening now) is that (what was said would happen). Thus, in Acts 2 the coming of the Holy Spirit is this, and the prophecy of Joel is that. Patterned fulfillments (i.e., typology) work differently. Here is my description of them: this is THIS. Something that happened in the past is a pattern for something that happens in the life and ministry of Jesus. I’ll explain this is THIS when we get to it. For now we’ll look at the precise fulfillments, at this is that.


  We start with Isaiah. In Isaiah 7—11 we read that there will be a king from the line of David who will be called such titles as “Mighty God” and “Prince of Peace” and that this king will be born in a most unusual way—of a virgin. In Matthew 1:18–25 the Evangelist is saying: Listen, this is that. This Mary is that virgin, and this Jesus is that God-child, that prince upon whose shoulders the whole world’s governance will rest.


  The second involves the place of this child’s birth. The wise men know enough about Israel’s prophets to know the Messiah will be born. They believe this star testifies to his birth.2 But they don’t know the Bible well enough to know where the Messiah will be born. So they travel to Jerusalem perhaps thinking, “If the king of the Jews is to be born, he will be born in the capital city.” However, when they arrive and start asking around—“Where is he who has been born king of the Jews?”—the current jealous and malicious king, Herod, naturally wants to help. Herod’s wise men—the scribes—inform Herod, who in turn informs the magi, about the prophet Micah’s prophecy, which said in essence: “And you, O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel” (Micah 5:2, 4). When the Messiah comes, he’ll be from Bethlehem, a small town about five miles south of Jerusalem, the same place where King David was born. So again this is that. Jesus was born in this particular town. Micah predicted that the Messiah would be born in that same town.3


  Those are the two precise fulfillments. And when I think about the precise fulfillments, not just the ones about Jesus but the ones by Jesus—i.e., that the gospel would spread to all the nations of the world, that his words as well as his church would last the test of time (see 28:16–20; Luke 21:33; Matthew 16:17, 18)—they are for me the closest thing to touching the wounds of Christ. When Thomas felt the hands and side and feet of Jesus, he believed. As I touch, so to speak, these fulfillments, they are almost tangible reminders that God’s Word and Son can be trusted.


  Patterned Fulfillments


  If the precise fulfillments are like touching the hands of Christ, the patterned fulfillments here (and ironically for typology) are even more tangible. They are like holding the hand of Christ. They are not only like a momentary touching of the hand, but holding it and feeling your hand fit in his because his hand fits these Old Testament patterns so perfectly. Let me show you what I mean as we look now at 2:13–23.


  A few months ago a young man from my church who is currently earning his Master’s degree in Biblical Exegesis asked me when I was going to start preaching on Matthew. I replied, “Very soon.” He said, with a sigh of relief, “Good, because I can’t wait to hear what you have to say about chapter 2. I don’t know what Matthew is doing with Scripture.”


  Yeah, what is Matthew doing here? At first glance it seems like he is randomly taking Old Testament verses and trying to squeeze them into the life of Jesus, much like the husband whose waistline has grown two inches since Thanksgiving trying on the new jeans his wife bought him for Christmas, sucking in his stomach, and saying, “Look, honey, they fit great!”


  At a first reading I can see how you might think that’s the case. You might think like William Barclay did when he wrote, “Matthew is doing what he so often did. In his eagerness he is finding a prophecy where no prophecy is.”4 Or with equal skepticism you might think as Ulrich Luz does. The distinguished Swiss scholar wrote:


  Thus at our text one can speak no longer of a fulfillment of Old Testament predictions by God but only of the early Christian belief in this fulfillment. Instead of God’s activity in history leading to Jesus, there is—to overstate the case—the belief in that activity.5


  The problem with this kind of reading is that it views these Old Testament texts (back to my analogy) as a pair of jeans that must fit a certain size body perfectly, rather than a puzzle that has seemingly random pieces that, when pieced together, fit just as they are supposed to. In fact, what we have here is a double-sided puzzle with the pieces fitted together and lying on a glass table. When you look at it faceup, sitting on top of the table, the pattern is of two key Old Testament events and what I think is the combination of two key Old Testament ideas. But when you look underneath, beneath the glass, facedown, you’ll see the face of Jesus Christ, or as Paul put it, “the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6).


  If it helps, think of what Matthew is doing here as being similar to what the author of Hebrews does. In Hebrews we have laid on the glass table the pieces that comprise the temple, the priesthood, and the sacrifice. Once those are nicely fitted together, we look under the table and see Jesus. Jesus is the fulfillment of the whole sacrificial system. In a similar manner (although he’ll deal more with history than typology), Matthew is not thumbing through his Bible looking for random proof texts that Jesus might somehow fulfill. Rather, he is reading through the whole story of Israel and noticing, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, how this story is like THIS one.


  

  Out of Egypt


  Here is the first similarity Matthew sees:


  Now when they had departed, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Rise, take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you, for Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him.” And he rose and took the child and his mother by night and departed to Egypt and remained there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet, “Out of Egypt I called my son.” (vv. 13–15)


  “The prophet” referred to here is Hosea. This is a quote from Hosea 11:1. In the original context Hosea is recalling how God through Moses called Israel out of Egypt. So as Matthew looks through Hosea 11:1 back to the exodus (and the beginning of Israel as a nation) he sees a similar pattern in Jesus’ early years. As Rudolf Schnackenburg said, Matthew sees that “The old Mosaic exodus is repeated and fulfilled in a new way.”6 But it’s not just that Jesus is like Moses, a new and better deliverer (see Hebrews 3:3; cf. Matthew 1:21). Rather, Jesus is the embodiment of Israel itself, a new and better “son.” As we move on to the next five chapters, this will become especially clear. John Stott summarizes:


  As Israel was oppressed in Egypt under the despotic rule of Pharaoh, so the infant Jesus became a refugee in Egypt under the despotic rule of Herod. As Israel passed through the waters of the Red Sea, so Jesus passed through the waters of John’s baptism in the River Jordan. As Israel was tested in the wilderness of Zin for forty years, so Jesus was tested in the wilderness of Judea for forty days. And as Moses from Mount Sinai gave Israel the law, so Jesus from the Mount of Beatitudes gave his disciples the true interpretation and amplification of the law.7


  So here, at the start of this providential pattern, Matthew is saying: picture the exodus; picture Jesus. Picture Israel whom God calls in Hosea at the start of this plan of salvation “my son,” and picture Jesus, whom God calls in Matthew “my beloved Son” (3:17; 17:5). And just as Israel went down to Egypt and then came out of Egypt into the promised land, so God’s Son will make that same journey. This story is THIS story.


  Return from the Exile


  So that’s the first patterned fulfillment: the exodus and Jesus. The second is the exile and Jesus, or more specifically the return from the Babylonian exile and the restoration that Jesus’ coming brings to the world.


  Let’s say you ran into me at the grocery store and you pulled me aside and said, “Pastor, I have a very important question for you. Can you quickly name the seven most important events in Israel’s history?” I would reply, “Of course I can. That’s what I’m here for.” I would stop squeezing the lettuce and begin without further adieu: “(1) The call and covenant of Abraham, (2) the conquest of Canaan, (3) the exodus, (4) David and the Davidic covenant, (5) Israel’s exile to Assyria, (6) Judah’s exile to Babylon, and (7) the return and restoration from exile.”


  Now if you followed that up by saying, “Nice job, Pastor. How about your top two? What would those be?” I would scratch my head (only momentarily) and say, “(1) The exodus and (2) the return from the exile.” I honestly would have said this before reading Matthew 2. But now having studied Matthew 2, I’m really proud of myself that I landed exactly where he did. For Matthew says, “Look at the exodus; look at Jesus.” Then he says next, in verses 16–18, “Look at the exile and the return from it, and look again at Jesus. You’ll find another similarity of sorts.”


  Listen again to this tragic text (and I’ll explain soon what I’m specifically getting at):


  Then Herod, when he saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, became furious, and he sent and killed all the male children in Bethlehem and in all that region who were two years old or under, according to the time that he had ascertained from the wise men. Then was fulfilled what was spoken by the prophet Jeremiah: “A voice was heard in Ramah, weeping and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be comforted, because they are no more.”


  What Herod does here (usually called the slaughter of the innocents) is horrific. I don’t want to downplay the evil of that event, but having said that, our focus in this sermon is more on verses 17, 18 (the prophecy) than on verse 16 (the tragedy). In the next chapter we will return to this text and will look at this event from a slightly different angle. Then we will focus more on Herod and on this atrocity. But for now we’re focusing on how this tragedy fits with this prophecy and how both of them fit with Jesus.


  This prophecy comes from Jeremiah 31:15. When Jeremiah speaks of Rachel he is referring to the matriarch, the wife of Jacob, the mother of Joseph and Benjamin. Rachel died, if you’ll recall, giving birth to Benjamin. Because of this she took on a symbolic role for God’s people. She was known as the mater dolorosa (sorrowful mother) of the Old Testament as well as “the mother of Israel for all time,” as the rabbis called her.8


  At one point the prophet Jeremiah, like many Judean prisoners, was held prisoner in Ramah (Jeremiah 40:1), a town about five miles north of Jerusalem. This was the town where Rachel was likely buried (Genesis 35:16–19). It was also a town through which God’s people were marched, having been captured by the Babylonian army in the early sixth century BC as they traveled north from Jerusalem. Concerning this event, Jeremiah envisioned in chapter 31 the mother of Israel, as if alive in her tomb, weeping for her children as they walked to captivity right before her eyes.


  You say, “Okay, but what does Jeremiah 31 have to do with Jesus? Why quote from that chapter and relate it to the slaughter of these children?” Here is the relationship between the two. In Jeremiah 31 Rachel’s tears—the tears of the exile—have reached their climax in the tears of the mothers of Bethlehem.9 In other words, with Jesus the trail of tears is finally coming to an end. That is the message of the whole chapter of Jeremiah 31. Unlike most of the book of Jeremiah, this chapter is not one of sorrow but hope. The verse right after what Matthew quotes starts, “Keep your voice from weeping, and your eyes from tears” (Jeremiah 31:16). Now, why should God’s people refrain from crying? Because God’s people finally “shall come back from the land of the enemy” (Jeremiah 31:16), and they shall “serve the LORD their God and [the ultimate] David their king” (30:9). The exile is over. The reign of a new king under a new covenant (Jeremiah 31:33, 34) is at hand.


  Matthew is saying that with the coming of Jesus, the time of the exile is coming to a close! He hinted at it in the last verse of the genealogy (1:17). Now he alludes to it through the prophets. The tears shed by the mothers in Bethlehem inaugurate the reign of the one who will shed tears of blood for the forgiveness of sin and who will eventually, in the restoration of all things, wipe every tear away (Revelation 21:4).


  So, can you feel your hand fitting nicely into Christ’s, saying to yourself, “Yes, these patterned prophecies have helped me to grasp Jesus and to hold on to him even more tightly”?


  The Branch for the Nations


  Jesus and the exodus, that’s the first pattern; Jesus and the return from exile, that’s the second. Finally we come to the third patterned prophecy, which is the hardest puzzle of all. Take a look again at verses 19–23:


  But when Herod died, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt, saying, “Rise, take the child and his mother and go to the land of Israel, for those who sought the child’s life are dead.” And he rose and took the child and his mother and went to the land of Israel. But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there, and being warned in a dream he withdrew to the district of Galilee. And he went and lived in a city called Nazareth, so that what was spoken by the prophets might be fulfilled, that he would be called a Nazarene.


  What makes verse 23 (italicized above) difficult is that there is not a prophecy like this anywhere in the Bible. In fact, Nazareth is not even mentioned in the Old Testament or any ancient Jewish writing. So, what is Matthew up to? Is he using his apostolic authority to pull a white bunny out of a trick hat?


  The key to beginning to understand this complex allusion is Matthew’s use of the plural word “prophets.” Instead of saying, as he has done thus far, “this was to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet,” here he writes “prophets,” using the word in the same way Peter does in his sermon at Solomon’s Portico (see Acts 3:18, 24; cf. 10:43). What specifically does Matthew have in mind? “The prophets” is a big category. I think he has in mind an amalgamation or a blending together of two messianic ideas. From the time of David onward, the prophets talk a lot about the ultimate Davidic king, often called “the Son of David.” They also talk about a seemingly contrary idea—at least unfathomable to the Pharisees of Jesus’ day—of the Gentiles becoming part of God’s people under the rule of God’s king.


  When Matthew says of Jesus in verse 23, “he would be called a Nazarene,” he is bringing these two ideas together. Here is why I say that. In Hebrew the word for “branch” is neser. Isaiah 11:1, an important messianic text, uses this word. Isaiah writes, “There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch [neser] from his roots shall bear fruit.” From David’s royal line shall come a branch (i.e., the Messiah).


  

  Lo, how a rose e’er blooming


  From tender stem hath sprung!


  Of Jesse’s lineage coming


  As seers of old have sung.10


  

  The town of Nazareth was likely named after Isaiah 11:1. It was originally settled by a remnant of Israel who returned from the exile, were from David’s line, and who thus consciously gave their new settlement a messianic name.11 They called the town neser/eth. I imagine under the town name something like, “Welcome to the City of the Branch.” So, Matthew is saying that Jesus came from the city of David (Bethlehem) as well as from the people of David (Nazareth). Jesus is “the branch.” Jesus is “the Son of David.” The fact that he grew up in Nazareth as a Nazarene puts an exclamation point on this!


  The other interesting fact about Nazareth is its location in the region called Galilee, a region that had a mix of Jews and Gentiles. This is why Isaiah called it (and Matthew will quote this in 4:15) “Galilee of the nations [footnote: Gentiles]” (Isaiah 9:1). Due to this ethnic diversity, Galilee (and Nazareth in particular) was looked down upon. What Nathaniel says when he first learned Jesus was from that town was the sentiment of many—“Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” (John 1:46). Nathaniel was looking for the Jewish Messiah, who he assumed wouldn’t come from that region of the world. “Ah,” Matthew says here in verse 23, “think again.” Think about the prophets! Think about this vision they had of the Davidic King who would rule all the nations. Think of Isaiah 11:1—“There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse,” and think of Isaiah 11:10—“of him shall the nations inquire.” Think of wise men from the east traveling perhaps farther than the queen of Sheba to see a King greater than Solomon.


  Finding Fulfillment


  Here we have two precise and three patterned prophecies that find their fulfillment in Jesus. But that’s only part of what’s going on here. It is one thing to see what is being taught—“Oh, I see.” But it’s quite another thing to see it—“Oh . . . I see!” That is, to find intellectual, emotional, spiritual fulfillment in what is seen here, in Jesus who fulfills these five prophecies.


  There are the fulfillments, and then there is our fulfillment in the one who fulfills. I’m not just doing a cute play on words here. I actually believe part of Matthew’s intention here, with the wise men in verses 1–12, is to show us that the long journey from Baghdad to Bethlehem was worth it, that Jesus filled the hollow of their hearts. Look at the second half of verse 2. The wise men say, “We saw his star when it rose and have come to worship him.” And then the first half of verse 11, “going into the house they saw the child with Mary his mother, and they fell down and worshiped him.”12


  What is Matthew saying with this? He is not giving us the life story of the wise men. We don’t know what happened to them. We don’t know if this first act of worship was their only act or if they continued on with lives of love and service to Jesus. But he is telling us what wise men (then and now) do. Wise men and women and children—from the south and north, west and east—come to Jesus,13 and wise men find fulfillment through worshipping the newborn and forever-born King of kings.


  5


  We Two Kings


  Matthew 2:1–12
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  THERE ARE AT LEAST TWO historical inaccuracies in John Henry Hopkins’s otherwise wonderful Christmas carol “We Three Kings.” First is the number three. How many wise men were there? Were there three? Matthew doesn’t provide such a detail. He just says “wise men from the east came to Jerusalem” (2:1). The plural subject of that sentence tells us there were more than one. Were there two? Were there twenty? We don’t know. Well then, where do we get three? This tradition comes from the three gifts mentioned in verse 11, the logic being that if there were three gifts there must have been three men. But such logic is flawed, for if I told you I received a Rolex, a diamond-studded pinky ring, and a body-length mink coat for Christmas, these three gifts would not necessitate three givers, would they? If I told you that my wife gave me these three gifts this Christmas you might be surprised if you knew how frugal she is and that such gifts don’t precisely fit my style. But you wouldn’t be surprised if my wife gave me three gifts, would you? In fact, she did give me three gifts this year—a novel, a used theology book, and a stainless-steel coffee mug—all fitting gifts for my sanctified obsessions.


  So the “three” in “We Three Kings” is not necessarily accurate. Neither is the description “kings.” Again the gifts are to blame for this misunderstanding. Gold, frankincense, and myrrh were very expensive. Such gifts tell us that these men had abundant resources. They had money that allowed them to travel and to give Jesus what they gave him. But such wealth does not necessitate royalty.


  I’m sorry to ruin what might be your favorite Christmas carol, but here in 2:1–12 there are not likely three kings. However, there are two! Matthew wants us to take note of two kings—King Herod and King Jesus. Look at verse 1, “Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king . . .” Look also at verses 3 and 9. Verse 3 begins, “When Herod the king. . . ,” and verse 9, “After listening to the king. . . .” The first king is Herod.


  The second king is obviously Jesus. Look at verse 2, where the wise men say of him, “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews?” Then, also in verse 2, they speak of “his star”—which most scholars believe is a reference to the oracle of Balaam, “a star shall come out of Jacob, and a scepter shall rise out of Israel” (Numbers 24:17). This “star” in the sky symbolizes to them this “star”—the coming of the ideal king, from the Jews, for the world.1 Look also at verse 4, where Herod inquires about “where the Christ was to be born.” The Greek word for “Christ” means “anointed one” or “king.” Also peek at the prophecy in verse 6 that speaks of “the rulers of Judah” and “a ruler” who is to come. So we have “his star,” “the Christ,” and “a ruler.” These are all different words than “king,” but are obviously on the same theme and about the same person.2


  This kingly theme as it relates to Jesus also fits the immediate context. It fits with the five fulfillments we examined in the last sermon, all of which have to do with Jesus being the King. The prophets—Isaiah, Jeremiah, Micah, and Hosea—all speak of a king to come. It also fits the genealogy (1:1–17) and birth narrative (1:18–25), both of which emphasize Jesus’ official relationship with King David. Finally, it fits what follows in chapters 3, 4, where King Jesus is introduced nearly three decades later by John the Baptist whose message is, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (3:2), the same words Jesus will use in 4:17 as he begins his public ministry.


  So, we two kings is what we have here—Herod and Jesus. As readers of this Gospel, our task now is to figure out (which won’t be too difficult) which king is the true king, and thus the king to whom we should submit.


  Two Kings—Herod and Jesus


  Matthew makes our decision rather easy, doesn’t he? Do you want a madman or the Messiah? Do you want a man who would order the massacre of innocent children (v. 16) or a man who would open his arms to children and lay down his life for the less-than-innocent of the world? Do you want a ruler who rules by force, aggression, and cruelty or a ruler who rules by love, compassion, and the cross of his own sufferings? Do you want a man who slaughtered the last remnants of the dynasty that ruled before him, put to death half of the Sanhedrin, killed 300 court officers, executed his wife and mother-in-law and three sons, and as he lay dying arranged for all the notable men of Jerusalem to be assembled in the Hippodrome and killed as soon as his own death was announced, so the people might weep instead of rejoice on the day of his death?3 Do you want him for king? Or do you want the One who when reviled did not revile in return, who when he suffered did not threaten but rather bore our sins in his body on the tree (see 1 Peter 2:21–25)? Whom do you want? Do you want the Big Bad Wolf or the Good Shepherd—a “shepherd king” like David, one who would finally and perfectly, as verse 6b puts it, “shepherd my people Israel” (cf. 2 Samuel 5:2; Ezekiel 34)?


  The other day I was looking at what I think is one of Rembrandt’s greatest paintings, Belshazzar’s Feast (1635). This work is a depiction of the fifth chapter of Daniel. King Belshazzar of Babylon was throwing a grand feast, where he was surrounded by his lords and ladies. You may recall from Daniel 5:1–6 that in the midst of his drunkenness and idolatry (as he drinks wine from the temple vessels while he praises the gods of gold, silver, bronze, iron, wood, and stone), suddenly fingers of a human hand appear, which proceed to write something on the plaster of the palace wall, a message that Daniel would later decipher (5:24–28). God’s Word to that king was basically this: your kingdom is coming to an end!


  In his painting, Rembrandt uses light to highlight that on which he wants us to focus: the script on the wall, which is the brightest point, as well as the face of the king as he turns toward the wall in absolute shock and fear. Belshazzar is standing with his right hand on an overturned dinner plate, and his left hand is in the air, motioning as if to block the light. His head is tilted back toward the table, and his crown is slowly edging off his head. His kingdom is about to fall.


  What happened to Belshazzar also happens to Herod. Herod the Great, as he was called, loses his greatness, and Jesus, the King of Heaven, of whom Daniel and the prophets prophesied, increases in his. Psalm 2, which I slightly paraphrase and reorder for emphasis, summarizes this theme:


  Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain? Why do the kings of the earth set themselves . . . against the LORD and against his Anointed [i.e., the Christ]? Our God in heaven laughs, and he says to such rulers [kings like Herod], “As for me, I have set my King on Zion . . . and I have said of him, ‘You are my Son’”—the king who will judge the nations, the king for whom I will make the ends of the earth his possession. . . . Be wise, O kings; be warned, O rulers of the earth. Serve the LORD with fear, and rejoice with trembling. Kiss the Son! Do homage to the King of God’s kingdom.


  Three Choices


  So here in 2:1–12 there are not three kings but two. There is Herod, the Roman appointed “king of the Jews,” and there is Jesus, the God-appointed King of all kings. Yet as it pertains to the second king, our Lord Jesus and our relationship to him, there are three choices—indifference, hostility, or worship.4


  Indifference


  First, we can choose indifference. This is the choice made by the Jewish religious leaders. The wise men come to town and say in effect, “Where is he? Where is the Christ-child?” Herod gets wind of their question, and in his jealousy he is “troubled” (v. 3). While he gladly accepts the title “the King of the Jews,” his knowledge of the Hebrew Bible is insufficient. So he calls in the experts—the chief priests and the scribes. The scribes or “teachers of the law” especially knew their stuff. They spent all day meticulously copying the Holy Scriptures, word by word, line by line. They were professional Bible scholars and teachers. They didn’t have to open to Micah to know in which town the Messiah would be born. For them, Herod’s dilemma was “Bible Trivia for 100.” I envision them standing side by side before Herod, like contestants on the game show Jeopardy, and as soon as Herod is done asking his question all of them simultaneously place their hands on the buzzer—“What is Bethlehem of Judea?”


  It is not surprising that they knew the answer. It would be “shame on them” if they didn’t. What is surprising is that they did nothing with the answer. Unlike these foreigners who “traversed afar” over “field and fountain, moor and mountain,”5 these religious experts pushed their buzzer, won their prize, and went back to bury their heads in the Word of God. As Paul put it, they were “always learning and never able to arrive at a knowledge of the truth” (2 Timothy 3:7). They weren’t even curious—“Could this be the one of whom the Scriptures testify?” They were as indifferent to Jesus as the priest and Levite were to the bruised and battered man in the Parable of the Good Samaritan.


  The religious leaders weren’t alone in their indifference. Matthew gives the impression that the whole city of Jerusalem knew, yet not one person went to the nearby town to see if these wise men were truly wise, to see if indeed the “star . . . out of Jacob” (Numbers 24:17) had come into the world. What gross indifference to Jesus! “He came unto his own, and his own received him not” (John 1:11, KJV).


  The church is full of people like this. The church, you say? Don’t you mean the world? No, I mean the church. Sure, there are people in the world who are indifferent to Jesus. They know he was born in Bethlehem, his mother’s name was Mary, he did miracles, he died on the cross, he rose from the dead. They know all this, and they just don’t care. There are lots of people like that in the world. But there are also lots of people like that in the church. If you quizzed them on Bible trivia, they’d do just fine. But if you informed them, “God in the flesh is just five miles down the street. Would you care to join me to meet him?” they would shake their heads and say, “Oh, not this time. You know the NFL playoffs start today,” or “I’m sorry, it’s the last day of this unbelievable New Year’s sale,” or “I’d hate to miss my Sunday afternoon nap. Maybe next time.”


  What indifference! We live in a world—a church world—of indifference. People pack the pews each Sunday but live as though there is no King upon the throne but them. They are each their own king, and they do whatever is fitting in their own eyes. But rest assured, King Jesus is not indifferent toward such false, puny, self-appointed royalty. John the Baptist (see the next chapter) will tell us this in quite vivid, nonpolitically-correct language. He will say of Jesus, “His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat into the barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire” (3:12).


  Hostility


  We can choose indifference, as the scribes, chief priests, and all Jerusalem did. Or, secondly, we can choose hostility, as Herod did. We can choose to hate Jesus and be hostile to him and everything associated with him—his followers, teachings, church, and kingdom.


  I don’t know if you’ve noticed this, but recently there has been a sudden increase of such hostility in our country. Some of the best-selling books in the last few years are from these new atheists, self-professed “Brights” as Daniel Dennett and Richard Dawkins call themselves, who are supposedly bringing light into our dark world, yet who are in reality seeking to suffocate the true Light of the World under the bushel basket of a social, quasi-scientific Darwinism.


  For example, I read Christopher Hitchens’s book, god Is not Great (the “g” in “god” is purposefully not capitalized). His subtitle is How Religion Poisons Everything. Chapter 7, where he begins to talk specifically about the Bible, he entitles “Revelation: The Nightmare of the ‘Old’ Testament,” and Chapter 8 he calls “The ‘New’ Testament Exceeds the Evil of the ‘Old’ One.”


  In this book this intelligent man makes some surprisingly foolish statements. For instance, concerning the four Gospels he says, “Their multiple authors—none of whom published anything until many decades after the Crucifixion—cannot agree on anything of importance.”6 However, Hitchens’s own statement disproves itself, for all four Gospel writers were certainly agreed on the centrality and importance of the crucifixion! In addition to such self-contradictory statements, many of his assertions seem to be driven by ungrounded hostility. Hitchens writes, “The doings and ‘sayings’ of Moses and Abraham and Jesus [are] so ill-founded and so inconsistent, as well as so often immoral.”7 He refers to the Christian practice of teaching our children the truths of our faith as “child abuse” (he has a whole chapter on this).


  At first I was surprised by such hostility. I thought to myself, If God doesn’t exist or if Jesus wasn’t the Son of God, why make a big fuss? Why write a book against religion? People believe in far crazier things than our religion. Why attack Christianity? Why do these scientists, as many of them are, attack the faith that has thus far produced the world’s greatest scientists and mathematicians, the likes of Newton and Pascal? But then I remembered that an intelligent person only attacks what he knows to be a real threat to his way of thinking and, more importantly, his way of living. And Jesus is such a threat.


  Jesus was a real threat to Herod because, as Lawrence W. Farris writes, Herod grasped what was “at stake in the birth of Jesus.”8 If Herod didn’t think Jesus was actually born, if he didn’t think Jesus might indeed be a king—the king—if he didn’t think this new king, though now just a child, could in fact dethrone him, rule over him, take allegiance from him, he would not have done what he did.


  You see, Jesus is a real threat to anyone and everyone who thinks seriously about him. If Jesus is king—and you can almost hear in Herod’s dungeon the prophetic voice of John the Baptist before his beheading (cf. 14:4)—it means you’re not. It means your dethronement. It means your submission. It means you can’t lead your life any longer, as Herod did and as I suggest these new atheists do, by the dictates of your unrepresented immoral desires.9 If Jesus is who he says he is, you either love him or you hate him! Which is exactly what Jesus said: “Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth.10 I have not come to bring peace, but a sword” (10:34). This is no nice Christmas story. This is a nasty conflict of kingdoms.


  Indifference, to me, is illogical. It is to ignore the facts. Hostility, however, is quite reasonable, given that we are naturally inclined to oppose God and his ways and his Son, and given the very controversial claims of Christ. If he is King, you and I are not.


  Worship


  We can respond to Jesus with indifference or with hostility (both equally reject his rule) or with worship. We can worship him as the wise men wisely did.


  

  Frankincense to offer have I;


  Incense owns a Deity nigh:


  Prayer and praising, all men raising,


  Worship him, God Most High.11


  

  Matthew 2:11 reads: “And going into the house they saw the child with Mary his mother, and they fell down and worshiped him. Then, opening their treasures, they offered him gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh.” When read in the context of all that has come before (the long months of travel, the persistence in finding the child, etc.), I am very close to agreeing with J. C. Ryle who said concerning this verse, “We read of no greater faith than this in the whole volume of the Bible.”12


  What makes it so “great” is not merely what they did, which T. S. Eliot labeled a “death” to themselves,13 since “they fell down and worshiped him.”14 What makes it so great is who did what. Who worships the King of the Jews? Does Herod, the earthly king of the Jews? No. How about the Jewish scribes and chief priests? No. Do all the Jews in all Jerusalem? No. But how about those Gentiles who are not from the promised land? Do they bow down in homage? Do they in essence “kiss the Son” (Psalm 2:12)? Yes, they do.


  What is Matthew doing with this fact? What is the importance of who received Jesus? With the wise men, Matthew is echoing what the angel of the Lord said to the shepherds in Luke 2:10, 11: “Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.” The kingdom of heaven is wide enough to accept Jews and Gentiles,15 rich and poor, the seemingly righteousness and knowingly unrighteous. This King is for “you”—you lowly Jewish shepherds, you wealthy Gentile pilgrims.


  The wise men were Gentiles, no doubt about it. They were either from Arabia, Persia, or Babylon. Following Origen of Alexandria, I think that they were from Babylon. I say this because we know from the book of Daniel that the Chaldeans or Babylonians had “wise men” (Daniel 2:12–14, 24, 27, 48; 4:6, 18; 5:6–8, 15) and also because of the theological significance attached to Babylon. Matthew is possibly saying that the pilgrimage of the nations to the holy city, the flood of Gentiles entering into the people of God, has begun, as the prophets predicted (Isaiah 2:2, 3; cf. Isaiah 60:1–5; Micah 4:1, 2). But I also think he is giving an ironic twist. The twist is this: the return from the Babylonian exile is certainly over if the Babylonians themselves are bowing before Zion’s King!


  So the wise men were Gentiles, possibly Babylonian Gentiles. But more than that, they were “Gentile sinners,” to borrow a phrase from Paul in Galatians 2:15. Why do I emphasize “sinners”? It is because of their occupation. The word that the ESV translates “wise men” in verses 1, 7 is magos in Greek, sometimes translated, “magi.” Now, what English word does that remind you of? It sounds like and looks like magic or magicians. In John Milton’s “On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity,” he calls them “the Star-led Wisards.” And I think that is quite close to the truth.


  In Daniel 2:2, 10 LXX, the term magos is used of the wise men Nebuchadnezzar asks to tell and interpret his dream. Also in Daniel 5, which I referred to earlier, after Belshazzar sees the writing on the wall, he “called loudly to bring in the enchanters . . . and the astrologers. The king declared to the wise men of Babylon, ‘Whoever reads this writing, and shows me its interpretation . . .’” and on he goes. So his “wise men” (although note the Greek word used is epaoidos instead of magos) are likely ours—astrologers, enchanters, magicians, wizards of sorts. I picture them as a mix between Gandalf, David Copperfield, and Jeane Dixon. While I doubt they wrote “the daily horoscopes for the Baghdad Gazette,” I don’t doubt that they were stargazers who thought present and future events were to be found in the stars.16 And while I don’t think that they were quacks or charlatans as are most astrologers today—for example, Sylvia Browne or Miss Cleo—I do think they believed in and practiced magic of sorts, the same kind as Pharaoh’s wise men (“Then Pharaoh summoned the wise men and the sorcerers, and they, the magicians of Egypt . . .” [Exodus 7:11; cf. Genesis 41:8]) and as Simon Magus or Simon the Sorcerer, as he is known in Acts 8:9–24 (cf. Acts 13:6, 8).


  In our Harry Potter world we tend to think of magic not only as “cool” but spiritually neutral. The Biblical authors never thought so. That is why magic and magicians were condemned. The Old Testament forbade playing with such stuff. Don’t toy with such people. What a Jewish rabbi wrote shortly before the birth of Christ summarizes well the Biblical attitude: “He who learns from a magus is worthy of death.”17 So these men were Babylonian magi—not the most spiritually-pristine class of people. They were Gentile sinners.


  On Tuesday, January 6, twelve days after Christmas, the Western church celebrates Epiphany. The word epiphany comes from a Greek word that means “to manifest” or “to show,” and on this date the church has traditionally commemorated the visit of the magi and the “epiphany.” What epiphany? God’s manifestation to the Gentiles. God showed himself in the person of Christ to the Gentiles. That’s what that holiday is all about. So go ahead and tell your boss that you’ll take Epiphany off because it is an important religious holiday for you. And on that day, before you pack away your Nativity set, celebrate by looking closely at this passage again and noticing how the whole scene is filled with scandal. We have a teenage mother, a child conceived out of wedlock, lowly and dirty and usually irreligious shepherds (as well as lowly and dirty and certainly irreligious animals) and then . . . the magi—a bunch of “Star-led Wisards,” magicians of sorts, Gentile sinners.


  What a scandalous scene! Ah, but what a beautiful one as well. This scene depicts so perfectly the good news of the gospel of the kingdom. This good news is for all people, even the “least likely candidates for God’s love.”18 Like scrap metal to a magnet, this good news draws “a hodgepodge” of fallen humanity—Samaritan adulterers, immoral prostitutes, greasy tax collectors on the take, despised Roman soldiers, ostracized lepers, me (the son of a poor man from Connemara on the west shore of the Emerald Isle), and even you (the son or daughter of whomever and wherever you are from).19 Are you a Gentile? Are you a sinner? If so, I have some good news for you! The grasp of the King of the kingdom of heaven can reach even you and even now.


  Is Jesus Your King?


  When our Lord Jesus was on trial before Pontius Pilate, that Roman governor asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” Jesus answered,


  “My kingdom is not of this world. If my kingdom were of this world, my servants would have been fighting, that I might not be delivered over to the Jews. But my kingdom is not from the world.” Then Pilate said to him, “So you are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For this purpose I was born and for this purpose I have come into the world—to bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth listens to my voice.” (John 18:33–37)


  We all have a choice to make. Who is the King of the Jews? Who is your king? Whose voice are you going to heed? Will you be indifferent to Jesus? Will you be hostile? Or will you bow low, with whatever gifts you have in hand, adoringly worshipping him?


  

  Look there at the star!


  I, among the least,


  Will arise and take


  A journey to the East.


  But what shall I bring


  As a present for the King?


  What shall I bring to the Manger?


  I will bring a song,


  A song that I will sing,


  A song for the King


  In the Manager.


  Watch out for my flocks,


  Do not let them stray.


  I am going on a journey


  Far, far away.


  But what shall I bring


  As a present for the Child?


  What shall I bring to the Manger?


  I will bring a lamb,


  Gentle, meek, and mild,


  A lamb for the Child


  In the Manager.


  I’m just a shepherd boy,


  Very poor I am—


  But I know there is


  A King in Bethlehem.


  But what shall I bring


  As a present for him?


  What shall I bring to the Manger?


  I will bring my heart


  And give my heart to him.


  I will bring my heart


  To the Manger.20


  6


  Baptism of Repentance


  Matthew 3:1–17
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  WHEN MY WIFE AND I lived in Hyde Park in Chicago, near the University of Chicago, a chemistry professor was part of our congregation. Every Sunday night he and his wife would invite college students and other young adults over for a nice informal dinner. When you walked through their front door there was a small, decorative sign that had one simple word written in large block letters: REPENT.


  I have often thought about that sign, and I have been tempted from time to time to duplicate it, or maybe even expand upon it, in our home—perhaps to have in the entranceway, “REPENT,” and then in the living room “FROM THE WRATH TO COME,” and finally in the dining room, “I REALLY MEAN IT!” But I have not yet gained the courage to do so, for such a message is so at odds with our culture. I can’t think of a word—other than perhaps wrath or Hell—that has such a negative connotation. And I can’t think of a word, of all the ones we find often in our Bibles, that is so seldom found on our lips. Maybe this quiet and quirky chemistry professor, with his Ivy League education and his years of scientific study, was like most accomplished scientists, a bit mad. Or maybe we’re the ones who are off our rockers because we are afraid of what the world might think of us. We are afraid that if we were to have on our doorposts, walls, or lips the message of John the Baptist the world might call us crazy.


  However, this message of repentance—turning from self and sin to God and grace—is what the world needs. And this is why each time the gospel is preached by the apostles (and here I’m thinking specifically of the sermons we find in Acts), the one application made in every message is “repent” (e.g., Acts 2:38; 3:19; 5:31; 8:22; 17:30; 26:20; cf. 11:18; 20:21). From Peter’s message to the Jews in Jerusalem to Paul’s before the Greeks in Athens, the message is the same: God “commands all people everywhere to repent” (Acts 17:30).


  This is the message the world needs, but it is also the message the church needs. This is why we find this theme of repentance in all the letters of the New Testament. Christians who have repented must continue to live lives of repentance (e.g., 2 Corinthians 7:9, 10; 12:21; 2 Peter 3:9). Do you remember the seven letters to the seven churches in Revelation 2, 3? Each church gets a unique message dealing with its specific issue, yet one message that is given to five of the seven is “repent” (2:5, 16, 21, 22; 3:3, 19). So, what John the Baptist says in verse 8, “Bear fruit in keeping with repentance,” and in verse 11, “I baptize you with water for repentance,” and verse 2, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” is a relevant message for the world and for the church today.


  So that’s what we will now study. With our Bibles open again to the third chapter of this great Gospel of Matthew we will talk about repentance. First, we’ll explore our need for it. Isn’t it amazing that all these people came out to the desert to be washed in a dirty river by a man dressed in camel hair? If I dressed in my cleanest suit and handed out free vacation passes to Palm Springs where folks could take a nice bath in their own hotel room Jacuzzi, if only they would repent, I would be glad to get one taker. So, first our need: why should we repent? Second, the means: how should we repent?


  Why Repent?


  Why should we repent? Our text gives us two reasons. First, we should repent because God’s heavenly kingdom has arrived (“is at hand”). Look at verses 1–4.


  In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” For this is he who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah when he said, “The voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord; make his paths straight.’” Now John wore a garment of camel’s hair and a leather belt around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey.


  We are reminded here, by his rigorist location, wardrobe, and diet, as well as by his rigorist message (“repent”), that John is cut from the same cloth (literally) as the Old Testament prophets, most notably Elijah (see 11:14; cf. 2 Kings 1:8; Malachi 4:5). I don’t know about you, but I like the prophets. I mean I truly enjoy reading them. But I’m not sure how comfortable I’d feel having them over for a cup of tea. Can you imagine Ezekiel, Hosea, and John sitting in your living room, and you reaching across to them, offering them their nice cup of tea (for John with a touch of wild honey), asking, “Can I get you anything else?” John is a prophet, and as such he doesn’t fit (he’s not supposed to fit) perfectly into our living rooms or into our world.


  But John is more than a prophet. He is, in Jesus’ own estimation, the greatest man to live under the old covenant. In 11:11 Jesus said, “Truly, I say to you, among those born of women there has arisen no one greater than John the Baptist.” Part of John’s greatness comes from his humility. In 3:14, when Jesus comes to him for baptism, John says, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” In 3:11 when John speaks of Jesus he declares not only that Jesus is “mightier” than he, but that he (John) is not even “worthy to carry” Jesus’ dirty sandals. A slave would wash and carry a master’s sandals. John says in effect, “His sandals are too holy for my dirty hands.” Jeremiah called himself a slave of the Lord (Jeremiah 7:25; 29:19). John says in essence, “I’m not even good enough to be Jesus’ slave.” What humility—humility of attitude and speech, but also of action! Look at his lifestyle. Think of the sacrifices he had to make to live where and how he did. He modeled in the extreme his message of repentance—turning from self to the will of God. What sacrifice! What submission! What surrender! What great humility!


  Now, I don’t think that God calls us to emulate John exactly, as the Desert Fathers in the early church did or as some Franciscans and other monastic orders still do today. Asceticism for asceticism’s sake is not found in the Bible. In fact, it is rebuked (see Colossians 2:23). John had a unique role. He was to fulfill the prophecy of Isaiah, to be the “voice . . . crying in the wilderness,” preparing the way for Jesus (3:3). But with that said, he does, nevertheless, offer a corrective to our materialism, consumerism, and certainly our selfishness. Jesus said that if we want to follow him we must deny ourselves. No one better embodied such self-denial than John.


  Some of us have been forced by the bad economy to give up certain luxuries. Maybe you can’t eat out as often as you used to or can’t afford the vacation you wanted to take or you’ve had to put off getting the Ferrari winterized. I don’t know what you’ve had to sacrifice. But such forcible reductions of certain luxuries may perhaps be God’s corrective providence, his spiritual surgery of sorts, removing what you don’t need or what is a hindrance to your spiritual growth. But why do we always wait for such providences? Why not do some corrective cutting out and cutting off of our own? Why wait for the economy to sour before you let the Spirit lead you into the desert of dependence on God and his provision? John chose wilderness living because he chose absolute reliance upon the Father in Heaven. In lesser but similar ways we must choose to do the same.


  But enough said about the person of John. It is his message that provides us the first reason why we should repent. We should repent because “the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (v. 2). We should repent, in other words, because the kingdom that has long been anticipated has finally arrived.


  So too has the King! The first reason to repent is because the kingdom is at hand; the second reason (tied right to it) is because the King of that kingdom is also at hand. This is the focus of verses 13–17 (and also of verses 11, 12, where John first speaks of Jesus), and it is why I have included them here. Instead of dividing verses 1–12 and verses 13–17 as most commentators do, I put them together because I think they give a fuller picture of our need for repentance, a picture quite similar to Isaiah’s vision in Isaiah 6:1–5. What I mean is, to say the kingdom is at hand is like seeing the six winged seraphim who with two wings cover their feet and with two cover their faces and hearing them call to one another, “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!” However, to say the King of the kingdom is at hand is to see, as Isaiah did, “the Lord sitting upon a throne.” To see just the kingdom, you would say, “Woe is me.” But to see the King of the kingdom, you would say, “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips.”


  Look with me at 3:13–17. I want you to see Jesus’ absolute holy-holy-holy-holiness, or as Jesus will phrase it, “righteousness” (v. 15). All the Gospels record the baptism of Jesus (for its importance to the early church, see Acts 1:21, 22), but only Matthew has the conversation recorded in verses 13–15. I’ll summarize it. Jesus comes to John for baptism (v. 13). John says in essence (v. 14), “No way. If one of us is to be baptized for the forgiveness of sins, it’s me!” How does Jesus respond to that? Does he say, “John, what are you talking about? I’m the sinful one. You are the great prophet. You have lived the holiest life in the history of the world.” No. Jesus says, “Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness” (v. 15).


  What is going on here? A baptism of repentance (vv. 1–6) we can understand. But what’s this baptism of righteousness? In the Bible the word “righteousness” is used two different ways, and both are in use here. “Righteousness” can refer to an exterior and an interior quality of life. Exterior righteousness refers to how one behaves in society; interior righteousness refers to how one thinks and believes. One can have the former without the latter, but the latter has its natural outflow in the former. Consider, for example, the statement that Job was a righteous man. We would say, “So-and-so is a good man or a godly man.” In God’s sight and our sight, he lives rightly. Now, it is one thing to say “Job is righteous” in this way, and another to say “Jesus is righteous.” This is because we know, even from this text as well as many others, about Jesus’ impeccable character (e.g., Hebrew 4:15; 9:14; 1 Peter 2:22). He was without sin—original or actual.


  Think of it this way: if righteous John the Baptist can and does say of Jesus, “I’m not worthy to touch his sandals,” we know Jesus is very righteous. However, it is not just John’s word that we have. What does Heaven have to say? The Holy Spirit descends like a dove upon our Lord (v. 16), and the Father speaks directly to him: “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” (v. 17; cf. Colossians 1:10). Jesus has sufficient character-reference—the greatest man on earth (John) and two members of the Holy Trinity (the Father and the Spirit).1


  Beyond being righteous in character, Jesus is also righteous ontologically. The idea here is that Jesus, in his very being (ontology), became our substitute, really and truly. This idea moves us beyond the obvious theme of a second exodus in Matthew 1—4 (i.e., just as Israel was brought out of Egypt through the Red Sea and into the desert, so Jesus is brought out of Egypt, baptized in the waters, and led into the desert). Unlike unrighteous Israel, Jesus as “true Israel” does fulfill all righteousness in this three-part act (out of Egypt, through the water, into the desert). However and moreover, through his baptism he takes his unrighteous but repentant people through the new, final, and ultimate exodus—out of the slavery of sin! Put plainly, Jesus was baptized not for his sake but for ours (cf. Galatians 3:13; 2 Corinthians 5:21). I’ll explain.


  When the voice of God says, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” (3:17), what we have is a fusion of two key Old Testament texts—Psalm 2:7 and Isaiah 42:1. Psalm 2 is about the Son, the Davidic King of God’s eternal kingdom. Isaiah 42 is about the Suffering Servant who would be stricken for our transgressions and would make his soul an offering for sin, even though “he had done no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth” (see Isaiah 53:4–9). Isaiah 53:11 is crucial here as it is in the passion narratives. In that verse the Father says of the Servant, “Out of anguish of his soul he shall see and be satisfied; by his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant [Jesus], make many to be accounted righteous, and he shall bear their iniquities.” In sum, you might think of John the Baptist’s baptism of Jesus in this way: John has moved God’s people away from Jerusalem’s temple to grant the forgiveness of sins in Jesus!2


  Thus, ontologically-speaking, when we go down into the waters of baptism, it is a symbol of the cleansing of our sins—as the water pours over our heads, we are made clean in the sight of God. When Jesus went down into the water of the Jordan River, the opposite happened—he began to take on our sin, our dirt, all the scum of all the baptized. Whatever drop of water might have entered into his mouth was his first taste of the cup of God’s wrath, which he would drink in full measure on the cross. Jesus, the Son and the Servant, was baptized to “fulfill all righteousness”—to carry out God’s plan of sin substitution. And if and when you and I understand that, we then should understand there is only one response to such a King and such a kingdom—repentance. As we look at Jesus’ holiness and yet his humility (that he would be baptized for us), our posture should be humility and holiness or what could be called (since we are naturally neither humble nor holy) repentance.


  How to Repent?


  That is why we should repent. But the next question is, how? You might say, “Okay, I see now the King and his kingdom, and I want to repent, but I don’t know where to begin.” Thankfully, as we look at what those who came to John did, we have a universal model for us. We center now on the center of this text (verses 5–12) where I’ve discovered what I’ll call the three steps of repentance.


  Confess Our Sins


  The first two steps we see modeled in verses 5, 6. “Then Jerusalem and all Judea and all the region about the Jordan were going out to him, and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.” Baptism and the confession of sins are the first two steps. While those steps are usually found together in the New Testament, I’ll separate them now for the sake of clarity. First, we’ll focus on the confession of sin.


  Note that a corporate renewal is occurring here. Verse 5 doesn’t say, “And Tom and Tina and Bill and Betty—this individual and that individual—went out to see John,” but rather, “Jerusalem and all Judea and all the region about the Jordan were going out to him.” Now, while we will see that most of Israel will not listen to the voice from Heaven about Jesus, they will, at least now, heed the voice of the one calling in the wilderness. They waited 400 years to hear from God. There had been no prophetic voice until John. So like Israel of old, they journey to the wilderness to listen and obey. This renewal of repentance or mass baptism is of a corporate nature. Yet, as it is with any baptism then and now, it is also individual, and certainly personal. The text tells us they didn’t confess the sins of others but “their sins” (v. 6). Each person personally confessed his or her sins.


  In Psalm 32:5 David says to God, “I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not cover my iniquity; I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the LORD,’ and you forgave the iniquity of my sin.” In Proverbs 28:13 Solomon says, “Whoever conceals his transgressions will not prosper, but he who confesses and forsakes them will obtain mercy.” In 1 John 1:8, 9 we read, “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” Jesus, whom John the Baptist calls “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29), will take away our sins if we confess them to him.


  The Parable of the Prodigal Son is an excellent illustration of this. The son asks his rich and generous father for his inheritance early. He takes the money and wastes it on “reckless living” (Luke 15:13), devouring the father’s “property with prostitutes” (Luke 15:30). He comes to the end of his money quickly and the beginning of his senses eventually. “What am I doing with my life?” he says as he now finds himself not only feeding pigs for a living (not the most kosher occupation for a good Jewish boy) but longing for the same food. An idea comes into his head. “I know,” he says in essence, “I’ll return to Dad, and I’ll confess my sins.”


  You know the story. On the journey home he rehearses his long confession (Luke 15:18, 19). Yet when he arrives he can only get out the first part of what he rehearsed: “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son” (Luke 15:21). He can only get this out because his father is smothering him with compassion and interrupting him with a command to celebrate. The father beckons his servants, “Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found” (Luke 15:22–24).


  When I came to Christ as a nineteen-year-old, I came home from work, went down into my basement apartment, fell upon my knees, and confessed my sins. “Lord Jesus,” I said, “I know you are real. I have never doubted your existence. I have never doubted you are the Son of God. But I have never asked you to forgive me. Will you please forgive me? Clean me up on the inside, for I am full of lust and pride.” Have you ever prayed like that? Have you prayed the sinner’s prayer? I’ve prayed it—once for my salvation and a thousand times for my perseverance in the faith. Stop reading and pray it now!


  Be Baptized


  The first step of repentance is confession. The second step, which is directly and inseparably connected to it, is baptism.


  Let me start by saying that the water baptism of Jesus was a onetime event. It was a unique baptism in the history of salvation. So also was the baptism by John the Baptist.3 Yet one sure way both baptisms relate to Christian baptism is the use of water (vv. 6, 11, 16). The washing of water is symbolic, of course, of the washing away of our sins, which we have just confessed. Like the leprous Naaman, the commander of the Syrian army, who in 2 Kings 5:13, 14 followed Elisha’s instructions and “went down and dipped himself seven times in the Jordan . . . and his flesh was restored like the flesh of a little child, and he was clean,” so too the outward washing of water reminds us of the inward washing of the soul, God’s cleansing us of our sins (see Acts 22:16). But confession and water baptism without the Spirit is like a lamp without oil. You might be able to light the wick once, but the flame won’t last long.


  Notice how John notes this. John has a baptism with water. Then there is Jesus’ baptism. With what? Water? No. With the Holy Spirit! In verse 11 John says of Jesus, “He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire”—that wind and fire that came down at Pentecost (Acts 2:2, 3) but that also comes down spiritually every time someone comes to Christ (see Acts 2:38).


  Once I received a call from Wendell Hawley, a pastor at College Church in Wheaton. The church had just recited the Nicene Creed during the Advent season, and someone called him with the question, “Is it Biblical to say, as the Creed does, ‘We believe in one baptism for the forgiveness of sins’?” Wendell wanted to know how I’d reply. After some thought I said something like the following. (I’ll slightly change it to relate it to our text at hand.)


  First, it is important to understand that the early church saw no disconnect, as we so often do, with water baptism and the forgiveness of sins. We see this in some of the early creeds and confessions, but also in the New Testament. In this same scene in Mark’s Gospel, Mark adds, “John appeared, baptizing in the wilderness and proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (1:4; cf. 16:16), and the Apostle Peter, in a very clear reference to water baptism, speaks of “baptism, which . . . now saves you” (1 Peter 3:21). The idea here is that faith/repentance/baptism/forgiveness can be thought of as one continuous act of God’s saving grace. So when the authors of the Nicene Creed spoke of “one baptism for the forgiveness of sins” they could have meant that, or they could have meant what John is talking about in verse 11—spirit baptism. From Romans to Revelation there are only three certain references to water baptism (1 Corinthians 1:13–17; Hebrews 6:2; 1 Peter 3:21). Moreover, the 1 Corinthian text ends with “Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel.” I’ll paraphrase it: “Christ didn’t send me for water baptism (although that’s important), but for spirit baptism, which comes when people hear the gospel preached and repent and believe.”


  Baptism in the Holy Spirit—which simply means conversion4—in contrast to water baptism is referenced often in the New Testament (only seven times explicitly—Matthew 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33; Acts 1:5; 11:16; 1 Corinthians 12:13, but many times implicitly, e.g., John 3:5, 6). This Spirit baptism is the life-changing work of God wrought in one’s heart. Consequently, it appears to be this baptism to which Paul refers in Ephesians 4:5, where he writes of “one Lord, one faith, one baptism.”5 Perhaps, this is what the Nicene Creed means as well.


  The Fruit of Repentance


  Water baptism is important. So too is Spirit baptism. And both baptisms should lead to the final step of genuine repentance—fruit.


  But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to them, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruit in keeping with repentance.” (vv. 7, 8)


  Here John is talking about the necessity of fruit, what Paul will term the fruit of the Spirit.


  

 Step One: The Spirit convicts us of our sins, which we must confess.

      Step Two: We are baptized in the Spirit.

      Step Three: The Spirit abides in us so that we bear fruit.


  

  Our Spirit-wrought confession and conversion leads to the fruits of repentance—“love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Galatians 5:22, 23a).


  Having come from a Roman Catholic upbringing into the evangelical world, if you were to ask me, “In your opinion and from your experience, what is the biggest problem with the Catholic Church?” I would say, “The Bible is little taught, and it is even less understood.” But do you know what I’d say for the evangelical church? I’d say, “The sin of presumption.” This is the very sin that causes John to use some of the harshest language found in the Bible for these religious leaders.


  We think presumptuously, If I just half-heartedly did the first step of repentance, if I once in my life, maybe at some summer camp or Billy Graham Crusade, confessed my sins, then I’m okay. I’m going to Heaven, even if I live like Hell. These religious leaders thought presumptuously. They thought they could live like Hell because their father, Abraham, sat at the gates of Gehenna turning “back any Israelite who might by chance have been consigned to its terrors.”6 They believed that Abraham, by his goodness and favor with God, built up a “treasury of merit” for all his blood descendants, the Jews.7 So if you couldn’t merit Heaven on your own, don’t worry—good old Abe has enough merit for you to inherit eternal life. His goodness will get you in (cf. John 8:33).


  Look at what John has to say to such scoundrels. After he calls them a “brood of vipers” in verse 7 (cf. Jesus’ use of this phrase in 12:34 and 23:33)—not the offspring of a saint but a snake, the devil himself—he next states in verse 9 that the dead stones have a better chance of being God’s children than they do. John says to them there, “And do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father,’ for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham.” Then he returns to the fruit analogy in verse 10: “Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.”


  If you see fruit on a tree, you know the tree is alive; if you see good fruit, you know it is alive and well. Repentant people, who have truly heard and understood the gospel, bear fruit (13:23; cf. 21:43); that is, they love God and love others and show this love by how they live (see Luke 3:10–14; Acts 26:20).8 And in so doing and not doing, such people prove (cf. John 15:8) to be Jesus’ disciples;9 they prove that the Holy Spirit resides within.10 They prove that they have touched their feet upon the third step—Spirit-wrought conviction and confession, Spirit baptism, and spiritual fruit.


  Read and Heed the Sign


  Above, around, and within us, whether we acknowledge it or not, God has placed his sign. It reads “REPENT.” Creation points to this sign; it is as if it hangs around the sun’s head and is daily carried to us upon its beams. Our own consciences point to this sign; it is as if it hangs around our heads, and each time we sin, it pricks us in the side. And then, of course, we have the Word of God, which teaches us specifically about repentance—why and how we should repent.


  I trust that God’s Word has done its work on you, helping you to understand afresh why you and I should repent. We should repent because we are in the presence of a holy King—Jesus, who has fulfilled all righteousness—and so we say, “Woe is me! My lips are unclean. My heart is unclean. My hands are unclean!” The kingdom of God is at hand, and so my hands need some spiritual scrubbing—they need to get cleaned up. I also trust that God’s Word has helped you better understand how to repent, how to walk Jacob’s ladder up to God—confessing your sins, being baptized in water but also by the Holy Spirit, and producing fruit by living a life of repentance.


  Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is very much still at hand.
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  The Tempted Son


  Matthew 4:1–11


  [image: ]


  I USED TO CHEAT IN ALGEBRA. Math has always been difficult for me. So when I was assigned to the honors algebra class, which was very much over my head, I adjusted this discrepancy by “borrowing” some answers from the best mathematician in the school and a fellow starter on the varsity basketball team.


  I wasn’t a Christian at the time, but I had a strong conscience, which initially burned within me each time I broke the school’s law, God’s law, and my own moral law. But after a while, as the teacher himself turned a blind eye to what was going on, and as my heart hardened toward this sin, the fire of conscience cooled. The guilt subsided. The teacher didn’t care. My friend didn’t care. I didn’t care. I passed the class.


  When I became a Christian a year after graduating from high school everything changed on the inside, and eventually on the outside. So when I transferred to Wheaton College to major in Bible/theology, I vowed never again to cheat.


  This vow, however, was quickly tested. In my second semester of New Testament Greek (which I’m convinced uses the same mental muscles as math) I missed the midterm exam due to the flu. My professor graciously allowed me to take the test on my own time. He told me he would leave a copy of it in his mailbox outside of his office. I could pick it up and take it whenever I felt better.


  A few days later, in good health, I stood before his mailbox. I saw the test and grabbed it. Yet, as I looked down in the mailbox again, I noticed another exam, completed by one of the class’s best students. I looked around. The hallway was empty. I cautiously lifted the other exam. It felt heavy as if a thousand fat devils were dancing on it. Yet as heavy as it felt, it was as if a calm, reasonable voice whispered from it, “Take and copy. Take and copy.” I heeded that advice. I placed both exams in my backpack and hurried across the street to the library. I opened the backpack, placed the blank test on the right, and then slowly lifted the other exam.


  Then . . . I stopped. I didn’t place it down on the left. Instead, convicted by the Spirit that God sees all, that cheating is a sin, and that such a sin would be offensive to God, my teacher, and my classmate, I placed the completed exam in my backpack again. I walked back across the street and placed it back in the professor’s mailbox. I returned to the library and took the test on my own. I passed the test—both the Greek test and the temptation test! What a victory for me, one among many, for by God’s grace I never cheated in college, graduate school, or seminary. But I certainly was, from time to time, tempted to do so.


  We all struggle with various temptations. Maybe you’re tempted to cheat, lie, steal, or lust. Maybe you’re tempted to look the other way when wrongdoing is done around you. Maybe you’re tempted to indulge in sexual sin—when you’re on a business trip, when you’re all alone and no one’s looking. Maybe you’re tempted to indulge sinful anger, and that tongue of yours is like a wildfire that once one spark hits the surface, you let rage consume you and anyone in your way. Maybe you’re tempted to engage in pride—to think you’re better than everyone else, especially the weak-willed and ill-willed, those who cheat, lie, steal, lust, and rage.


  In 4:1–11 we come again to our Lord Jesus Christ. We come to look at his victory over temptation. And as we do so, we’ll see how his victory reinforces his identity—“Truly this is the Son of God”—and how it gives us an example, the ultimate example, of resisting the devil. Jesus was tempted in order to show us that we have a Savior who “is able to help” us when we “are being tempted” (Hebrews 2:18), a Savior who is able to “sympathize with our weaknesses,” because, as Hebrews 4:15 says, he was tempted in every respect as we are, “yet without sin.”


  A Common but False Objection


  A common objection to Hebrews 2:18 and 4:15 sounds something like this: “How can Jesus, if he was without sin—if he never thought, said, or did anything wrong—sympathize with me?” It’s like looking at whoever you might think is the most morally pure person in your church and saying, “How could he or she possibly sympathize with my struggles? They’ve never done what I’ve done.”


  This common objection is, however, ungrounded. Sure, when you share with fellow sinners, perhaps as I just did with you—that I cheated on a few math exams in high school—some who have never been tempted to do the same thing might react, “What kind of man is this?” They might think they are morally superior. But that is never how Jesus reacts. He never reacts with self-righteousness, for Jesus understands the weight of every particular temptation, even that particular temptation that so easily entangles you, because he was tempted to cheat God, to follow his own agenda, to take the detour to glory. Furthermore, just because Jesus never gave in to a particular temptation that you or I always seem to give in to does not mean he has never felt the tug of such a temptation.


  For example, picture a tug-of-war. What usually happens? At first both teams try their darnedest. But soon the weaker team discovers who they are, and instead of pulling harder to try to overcome the stronger team, they usually give in, fall backward or forward, and collapse. Now, let me ask you, who felt the tug more—the winners or the losers? The winners did.


  Or think of two weightlifters. Let’s say both athletes are trying to lift 500 pounds over their head. The first pulls the bar off the ground, then quickly up to his knees, but then he drops it after a two-second struggle. The second lifter also pulls the bar off the ground, up to his knees, but then he lifts it up to his waist and finally, with two great thrusts, up and over his head. Who knows better the heaviness of those weights? The point is this: those who resist temptation are those who feel the weight of it most.1


  Jesus was (and is!) a real human being who knew the weight of sin and the heaviness of temptation. He was not shadowboxing with the devil. He was vulnerable. Like Adam (perfect in nature), he could have been hit.2 He could have fallen. But he didn’t. He is the undefeated champion of the world. He won! As such, he shows us what to expect in the ring and how to jab and how to land the winning right hook.


  In this chapter we will look at Jesus’ identity and example, and we will briefly examine five characteristics of his temptation. We do so not merely to admire the great fighter but to become great fighters ourselves, to learn the nature of temptation so that we might win the victory.


  God-Ordained but Not God-Inflicted


  The first characteristic is that Jesus’ temptation was God-ordained but not God-inflicted. In verse 1 we read of this subtle but important distinction: “Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.” Notice the “by” and “by.” The first “by”—“by the Spirit”—tells us this temptation was God-ordained (cf. Deuteronomy 8:2). Then once Jesus is in the desert or wilderness, Satan slithers upon the scene. Here is our second “by.” God ordained the temptation, but the tempting comes not from God (cf. James 1:13) but from the accuser.3 Jesus was tempted “by the devil.” So, quite similar to the story of Job, Satan is allowed to have his way with God’s man. Satan is allowed to put God’s righteous “servant” (cf. Job 1:8) to the test. And it is a test here. Perhaps “test” is a better word than “temptation.” Both terms/translations are fitting. Jesus is certainly tested: Is he the true Son of God? Will he hold fast to God’s plan of salvation? But he is also tempted: He is tempted to exalt himself, to avoid the pain of the cross, and to bow down to Satan’s rule.


  Now, what is the lesson of this “by” and “by” for us? The lesson is this: if you want to follow Jesus, know that the road to Heaven is not paved with gold and lined with daisies. Jesus, who is loved by God, was sent into the wilderness to be tested. If you are his follower, you can expect the same. Baptism into Christ does not mean health and wealth and a shallow happiness. Baptism into Christ means self-denial, suffering, trials, and temptations. This is not because God doesn’t like us or love us. Rather, it is because he does. Gold is refined through fire, not by being thrown into a pile of marshmallows. We move, like our Lord did, from our baptisms into a battle that will prove and refine our character.


  In the baptismal ceremony of the 1662 Prayer Book of the Anglican Church, the minister, after the baptism, does the sign of the cross over the baptized as a symbol that thereafter he or she will “not be ashamed to confess the faith of Christ crucified, and to fight manfully under his banner against sin, the world, and the Devil.”4 This old ceremony is our rite as well. We must be willing to “fight manfully”—do battle against sin, the world, and the devil, for our flesh, this world, and the devil will fight against us. We can run and hide. We can lie down and give in. Or we can fight, and in doing so, use our trials and temptations for the purposes for which God has ordained them—to make us stronger and purer.


  When His Flesh Was Most Weak


  Thus, the first characteristic of Jesus’ temptation was that it was God-ordained but not God-inflicted. The second characteristic is that Jesus was tempted when his flesh was most weak. “Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil”—that’s verse 1. Look at verse 2 and the beginning of verse 3: “And after fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. And [then!] the tempter came. . . .”


  In Pablo Neruda’s poem “Solitude,” the great Chilean poet speaks of solitude as a beautiful word and ideal but a terrible reality. Among other things, he compares solitude to fool’s gold, a counterfeit coin, and a desert.


  The desert


  is the earth’s solitude, and mankind’s


  solitude


  is sterile.5


  

  As I currently have a house full of children I cannot readily resonate with Neruda’s realism. “Oh, give me such solitude!” I often cry out. Yet, when it comes to temptation solitude can be my greatest enemy. Along with the saying, “Idleness is the workshop of the devil,” I would add, so too is solitude. In addition to solitude, if my body is weak (especially due to hunger), I find it that it is then that the devil so often comes around like a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour (1 Peter 5:8).


  Jesus was tempted in the wilderness.6 Jesus was tempted after eating nothing for forty days, not even locusts and wild honey. Nothing! He was alone. He was hungry. He was physically weak. He was the perfect victim for a roaring, roaming, hungry lion. And yet how strong he was!


  Think of Peter, the leader of the apostles. When Peter’s flesh was weak, what did he do? He gave in to temptation. He slept when his Lord most needed him to pray (26:40, 43, 45), and he lied when his Lord most needed his support (26:69–75). Or think about Israel in the wilderness. If they missed a meal, boy, would they grumble. You would think they grew up in some posh neighborhood. If they got a little thirsty, they would try to blackmail God—“If you don’t do something, we’re getting rid of Moses and you, and we’re going back to Egypt!” Or think about Adam and Eve. Read what James Montgomery Boice says about them in contrast to Jesus:


  Adam and Eve were in paradise; Jesus was in the vast, desolate wilderness of Judah. Adam and Eve were physically content and satisfied. They were free to eat from any of the trees of the garden, save the tree of the knowledge of good and evil; Jesus was hungry, having fasted for forty days and forty nights. Adam and Eve were together. They had each other for company and mutual support; Jesus was alone. Yet Adam and Eve rapidly succumbed to Satan’s wiles, carrying the entire human race into sin, misery, destruction, and both physical and spiritual death, while Jesus stood firm as the Savior who was to bring life and salvation to the race.7


  What Adam didn’t do, Jesus did. What Israel couldn’t accomplish, Jesus accomplished.8 And in doing so, he left us an example of sober-mindedness, watchfulness, and firmness of faith (1 Peter 5:8, 9), as well as an example of preparedness. We should be prepared to fight when we are most weak.


  If you journeyed today to the Castle of Wartburg in Germany, the place where Martin Luther hid for a time from those who were seeking his life, you would see on the wall of the room in which he stayed a dark ink stain. It is from his temptations. In Luther’s solitude, loneliness, and spiritual hunger, when the devil would tempt him, Luther would resist by throwing his inkpot at his archenemy. Now, I’m not suggesting that we throw our inkpots or our computers against the wall (although I’m not completely opposed to it), but I do suggest that we take the evil one seriously and that we face our foe as a reality. When we are weak, we do not feign. Rather, we trust in the Lord and the strength of his might (Ephesians 6:10).


  Unique Yet Universal


  The first characteristic of Jesus’ temptation was that it was God-ordained but not God-inflicted. The second was that these temptations occurred when our Lord’s flesh was most weak. The third characteristic is that Jesus’ temptation was unique yet universal.


  His temptation was unique. This is obvious. Most people aren’t tempted where he was (in the wilderness), when he was (after forty days of fasting), or by whom he was tempted (by a clear manifestation of the devil). So where, when, and by whom Jesus was tempted are unique, as well as how or with what he was tempted.


  I have been tempted in a great many ways, but I have never been tempted to turn stones into bread. Neither have I been whisked away to the top of the temple (or any significant structure for that matter) to be tempted to throw myself off, testing to see if God really loves me and would save me. And I most certainly have not been tempted by the devil to rule the world in exchange for my soul. I have not even been asked to sell my soul in order to be a rock star. I trust my experience is similar to yours.


  Jesus’ temptations were unique because he is unique. The divine comment in 3:17 is an apt summary of his uniqueness: “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.” Jesus is the beloved Son of God, and he is the Suffering Servant of God. In the last chapter I explained how this verse is a mix of two important Old Testament themes—about the Son (Psalm 2) and the Servant (Isaiah 42). Jesus is the Son of God, the promised King, who has come to be the Servant, to suffer and die so as to make atonement for our sins (1:21).


  The temptations here, unique to Jesus, were all temptations to rely on his divine sonship to the neglect of his servanthood (the suffering he was called to take upon himself).9 This is why the devil twice says, “If you are the Son of God . . .” (vv. 3, 6).10 All the temptations were to grab the crown without first enduring the cross. The Father promised that Jesus will be King, and we see this clearly in Psalm 2 (“I will make the nations your heritage,” v. 8) as well at the end of Matthew (“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me,” 28:18) , but only if he follows the road to Calvary. The tempter tempts him to take the shortcut to glory by bypassing Gethsemane and Golgotha. That’s what all these temptations are about.


  Just look at the least obvious—verses 3, 4. Here it’s as if Satan says,


  Look, Jesus, you’re hungry. The whole world is hungry. If you can turn these stones into bread, which I know you can—because you’re God’s Son!—then feed yourself, and feed the world. Use your power for what people most need and want—their bellies to be filled—and then watch the whole world “run after you like sheep, grateful and obedient.”11 You will have the world literally eating from your hand. Give people what they really want—not the Word of God but food from God.


  Now, Jesus is not opposed to feeding the hungry. We shall see him twice in Mathew feed the multitudes (14:13–21; 15:32–39). Nor is he opposed to food. Jesus feasted on earth—at a wedding, with friends, in sinners’ houses—and because of this he was even called (falsely) a glutton and a winebibber (11:19). Moreover, at the end of all history, the messianic banquet will be the feast of all feasts. It will make the Presidential inaugural ball look like toddlers’ birthday parties at Chuck-E-Cheese’s.


  Jesus is not opposed to food or providing food. What Jesus is opposed to is bribing someone into the kingdom with his miraculous powers—turning stones into bread. If someone wants to come to him and into his kingdom, they must come spiritually hungry—“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness” (5:6a).


  Jesus doesn’t want to bribe anyone into the kingdom. Nor does he want to “remove the symptoms without dealing with the disease.”12 This is why Jesus quotes from Deuteronomy 8:3, where it is written, “[M]an does not live by bread alone, but man livesby every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.” There is more to life than what is “visible and edible, tangible and collectible, bankable and investable.”13 To die hungry with the gospel in your heart is to die with the hope of everlasting life. But to die with your mouth stuffed, your belly filled, but your heart cold to the gospel is to die everlastingly. Better to die with an empty belly and a full soul than with an empty soul but a full belly. Do you remember the Parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man? Jesus makes this very point. Lazarus dies hungry but goes to Heaven; the rich man dies full but goes to Hell.


  So Jesus’ temptations are unique. But they are also universal. What I mean is this: aren’t we all tempted to grab the crown without the cross? Aren’t we all tempted to think that the physical is more important than the spiritual? Aren’t we all tempted to sell out the gospel through gimmicks, entertainment, and worldly means—our own version of turning stones into bread? Aren’t we tempted, as Jesus was (and as Adam and Eve were), with “the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride of life” (1 John 2:16)? Aren’t we all tempted to move away from “holy reliance upon the Father to an unholy independence”?14 Jesus’ temptations were unique but also universal. We are all tempted in similar ways. That’s the third characteristic.


  The Shield of the Spirit Shields the Savior


  The fourth characteristic is that Jesus resisted these temptations with the Word of God. On this point the early church father Jerome says of Jesus, “He breaks the false arrows of the devil drawn from the Scriptures upon the true shields of the Scriptures.”15


  I like this shield analogy. At first I thought I’d go, quite naturally, with Paul’s sword analogy from Ephesians 6, that great passage on the armor of God, where the apostle writes of taking up “the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God” (6:17). Yet here Jesus is more on the defensive than on the offensive, and I think it is his trust in his heavenly Father, which includes believing in the promises of his Word, that Jesus best demonstrates. So he holds up “the shield of faith,” as Ephesians 6:16 says, with which he extinguishes “the flaming darts [or arrows] of the evil one.”


  The devil tempts our Lord with what must have been most tempting to him. That’s why he toys with and twists the promises of God in each and every temptation.16 That’s why he tempts Jesus, not with “obvious evils”—steal this, lie about that, lust after her—but with what is normally good.17 He tempts Jesus with God’s good creation—bread. He takes Jesus to the temple pinnacle (God’s holy place), he quotes the Bible (God’s Holy Word), and he says, “Beloved Son, does God really love you?” (God’s holy provision). Yet with each “false arrow” the Son of God puts up his shield of faith. “It is written . . . it is written . . . it is written” (vv. 4, 7, 10).


  Paul writes in Romans 10:17, “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ” (cf. Galatians 3:2, 5). Do you know the Word—its content? Do you know how to interpret it correctly? And do you trust what God has written? After forty days of hunger—or whatever the equivalent would be for you—do you still believe that we do not live on bread alone but by every word that comes from the mouth of God?


  Tough but Temporary


  I have one final word on this Word. The fifth and final characteristic of Jesus’ temptations is this: The temptations were certainly tough but also temporary. This is taught in verses 10, 11. After the final temptation to worship Satan, Jesus says to him, “Be gone, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God and him only shall you serve’” (v. 10; cf. Deuteronomy 6:13). Then what happened? “Then the devil left him, and behold, angels came and were ministering to him” (v. 11).18


  Jesus says, “Be gone,” and Satan leaves him. Temptations are always temporary. This is a grace of God. If you can “[r]esist the devil . . . he will flee from you” (see James 4:7). Our God only allows Satan to tempt us for our good, to try and test and refine our faith. And as 1 Corinthians 10:13 makes clear, there is no temptation (1) that is not common to everyone—don’t think your particular temptation is so tough that no one else struggles with it, (2) that is not beyond your ability to resist with our Lord’s help—Jesus is “able to help those who are being tempted” (Hebrews 2:18), and (3) from which God does not provide a way of escape—if you say, “No,” the devil will go.


  Temptations are tough, but they are temporary. Remember that. Say to yourself, “If I can just get through this, if I can just say ‘be gone’ like Jesus did, or run out of the room as Joseph did with Potiphar’s wife, then the devil will gain no foothold.” But if you give him an inch, stay in the room longer than you should, or toy with the temptation, then watch out. He’ll have you by the heel, then the leg, then the heart.


  Temptations are tough but always temporary. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.


  Closing Thought


  Our Lord Jesus was tempted in every respect as we are, yet was without sin. He never sinned. We sinners must learn from our Lord and cling to him, that we might by faith win the victory for his glory and our good.


  8


  A Great Light in Galilee


  Matthew 4:12–25


  [image: ]


  “THAT VERSE FITS PERFECTLY!” is what I thought one morning when I stopped at Romans 1:16 in my devotional reading: “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.” Paul’s summary application of the gospel in Romans perfectly describes what is illustrated in 4:12–25—the story of Jesus preaching the kingdom, calling his first followers, and healing the crowds. Thus, without apology, reservation, or further explanation I bring you—in Paul’s language—my two points on Matthew’s text.


  Don’t Be Ashamed . . . for the Gospel Brings Light to the World


  Point one: Don’t be ashamed of the gospel because it brings salvation (or “light” as Isaiah and Matthew say) to the world—to both Jews and Gentiles.


  Did you notice all the geography? Oftentimes when reading through the Gospels I pay little attention to what region or town Jesus is in. I focus more on what he is saying or doing. But here even I couldn’t miss all the place names. In verses 12, 13 five places are mentioned: “Now when he [Jesus] heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew into Galilee. And leaving Nazareth he went and lived in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali.” And in verses 23–25 six places are mentioned: “And he [Jesus] went throughout all Galilee. . . . So his fame spread throughout all Syria. . . . And great crowds followed him from Galilee and the Decapolis, and from Jerusalem and Judea, and from beyond the Jordan [River].”


  If you open to the map in the back of your Bible and look at what is described here, you’ll see that Matthew is doing something very interesting. Here the whole land of Israel is covered. We have Galilee in the northwest, the Decapolis in the northeast, Jerusalem and Judea in the southwest, and finally “beyond the Jordan,” in the southeast.1 I don’t want to make too much of this. However, since Matthew’s mind is so saturated with the Old Testament, especially in the first four chapters of his Gospel, I deduce that he is using all this geography to depict Jesus as a new Joshua. It’s as if he wants us to picture a new Joshua (“Jesus” is Greek for the Hebrew name “Joshua”) coming to reconquer the promised land and to rule it, to usher in a new and better kingdom, a heavenly kingdom (v. 17), drawing Jews from the north and south and east and west.


  So the geography here is important. Jesus has come into the promised land for the salvation of the promised people. However, what should jump out at us geographically (and theologically) is Matthew’s mention of Galilee. If you look in your Bibles and trace your finger along our text, you will find Galilee mentioned in four verses—12, 15, 23, and 25 (five, if we count “the Sea of Galilee” in verse 18). The most significant of these references is verse 15, where Matthew calls Galilee “Galilee of the Gentiles.” Remember that the gospel is for Jews first (and we will see that first in the calling of four Jews—Peter, Andrew, James, and John), but also for Gentiles (we have seen that already with the magi in 2:1–12, and we will see that next in 8:5–13 with the extraordinary faith of the Roman centurion). The seed for the Great Commission, which was planted in 1:1–17, is watered here. So Jesus starts his ministry in Galilee of the Gentiles.


  “But wait a minute,” a Jew in Jesus’ day might have objected, “what is the Messiah doing in Galilee? Shouldn’t he be in Bethlehem and then Jerusalem? And shouldn’t he be ministering among the political and spiritual elites—the priests, scribes, and Pharisees? What is he doing with a bunch of ‘country bumpkins’ and ‘hicks’2 in this despised, Gentile-filled region of Israel?”3


  Matthew provides an answer. He tells us to open our Bibles to Isaiah 9:1, 2, which he quotes to explain Jesus’ actions:4


  The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali,


  the way of the sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles—


  the people dwelling in darkness


  have seen a great light,


  and for those dwelling in the region and shadow of death,


  on them a light has dawned. (vv. 15, 16)


  “Jesus is in Galilee, this I know, because the Bible tells me so.” That’s my summary of the above citation. The Bible says that Galilee was where the Messiah would minister and where he would inaugurate the kingdom. This same chapter of Isaiah describes the coming of this messianic kingdom just a few verses later:


  For to us a child is born, to us a son is given;


  and the government shall be upon his shoulder. . . .


  Of the increase of his government and of peace


  there will be no end,


  on the throne of David and over his kingdom,


  to establish it and to uphold it


  with justice and with righteousness


  from this time forth and forevermore. (Isaiah 9:6, 7)


  This kingdom is to be inaugurated in an unexpected place—Galilee of the Gentiles. That is where the Lord’s “salvation” shall come, in the words of Simeon, as “a light for revelation to the Gentiles” (Luke 2:30, 32).5


  So Jesus is in Galilee to fulfill Scripture, “so that what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled” (v. 14). Here again, for the sixth time, the fulfillment formula is used (cf. 1:22; 2:15, 17, 23; 3:15).6 However, Jesus is also in Galilee because he is fishing for followers. He is fishing, surprisingly, not from the religious or political elite (e.g., Nicodemus, Caiaphas, Herod) but rather from the average Joes of this world—Peter, James, and John.


  So I am not ashamed of the gospel, and you ought not to be ashamed of the gospel, because it brings salvation/light to the world—to Jews first but also to Gentiles.7 Why should we Christians ever be ashamed of the message that Jesus has come even for the lowly, and that Jesus has come for people from every tongue and tribe and nation? As exclusive as Christianity is—there is only one way to the one God, and it is through the one and only Son of God—it is far and away the most inclusive religion in the history of the world. Jesus welcomes Galilean fishermen, Samaritan women, and Roman soldiers, and his church welcomes Irishmen and Indonesians, Indians and Americans, and so many others. Tell me another religion in the first century that did that. Tell me another religion in the world today that does that. It’s part of our history. It’s part of our theology. It’s part of our gospel!


  So don’t be ashamed of the gospel (especially in this day and age as our culture is finally catching up with Christianity) because the gospel brings salvation to all kinds of people in all kinds of places. It brings light to the world. Red and yellow, black and white, they’re all precious in his sight; Jesus loves the lowly Gentile sinners of the world. That’s the first point.


  Don’t Be Ashamed . . . for the Gospel Is God’s Power for Salvation


  Point two: Don’t be ashamed of the gospel because it is the power of God for salvation for everyone who believes. In the middle section of our passage, Matthew highlights the theological tension between God’s sovereign call and people’s willful belief.


  First, we see the power of God. The sovereign power of God in salvation (cf. 1 Thessalonians 1:5) is on display. Look again at verses 18–22. Starting in verse 18 we read, “While walking by the Sea of Galilee, he [Jesus] saw two brothers, Simon (who is called Peter) and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen.” And then what does Jesus do? He gives them not some polite or reasoned invitation but a seemingly unconditional command.8 He says to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men” (v. 19). And what happens? Do they say, “Oh, well, ah, let me check with a few of my best customers first,” or “Let me make sure my wife can manage without me for a few days, months, three years”? No. What do we read in verse 20? “Immediately they left their nets and followed him.”


  Matthew doesn’t stop there. He continues on with a second nearly identical example of Jesus’ power: “And going on from there he [Jesus] saw two other brothers, James the son of Zebedee and John his brother, in the boat with Zebedee their father, mending their nets, and he called them” (v. 21).9 And they said . . . well, they didn’t say anything. “Immediately [there’s that word again] they left the boat and their father and followed him” (v. 22). They left both finances and family!


  Sovereign command and immediate obedience is the twofold pattern in these two stories. Now that’s power, isn’t it? It’s almost as powerful as the Creator of our universe, saying, “Let there be light, and there was light; let there be stars and there were stars; let there be fish; and there were fish.” This powerful calling reflects the power of God for salvation. If you miss Jesus’ power here, you miss what’s going on. He is the Lord. He has all authority. Matthew is going to say that and show that repeatedly.


  However, if you miss or underplay the fact that these four men actually “followed” (a word used four times here), then you miss the other side of the message. The gospel is the power of God for “everyone who believes.”


  Jesus calls; we must come.


  This is actually the emphasis, according to the word order, in Jesus’ first recorded message in Matthew: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (v. 17; cf. 3:2). Jesus announces that the eschatological reality of the future reign of God’s King is now here and that the ethical imperative that naturally follows that reality is repentance.10 “Repent” is the first word out of our Lord’s mouth to his would-be disciples. They are to repent and follow. To summarize, we see:


  

      The necessity of repentance.

      The necessity of following.

      The necessity of faith.


  

  I want us to pause here and dwell on this human side of things—on our responsibility to repent and follow,11 or in a more generic and more popular New Testament term, our need and delightful duty to believe.


  Matthew doesn’t use the word “believe,” as Mark does in his version of this story (Mark 1:15), but faith is what Matthew is getting at. Matthew is saying to his readers, “I’ll show you what Jesus’ first four followers did, and then you tell me if you would do likewise. Here in the mirror are Peter, Andrew, James, and John. Does your faith in any way reflect theirs?”


  Well, does it? Let’s take a look.


  Let me ask you a few personal and perhaps penetrating questions. Is Jesus Lord? If so, is he Lord over your life so much that in his presence you recognize the spiritual difference that exists between you and him—he is holy, you are not? In light of this difference, do you repent of your sins? And more than understanding and embracing repentance in this first sense—repenting of sin—do you also repent from following anyone or anything more than Jesus?


  That is the real point pressed on us here, and it will be pressed on us again and again in Matthew, especially at the end of chapter 10.12 Who or what is first in your life—the fish, the nets, the boat, the career, the income, the brother, the father, the family? Are you willing to break from any or all “former loyalties”13—occupation, friends, family, religion, etc.—in order to wholeheartedly serve one Master? Moreover, are you willing to do what this Master says? To go where he wants you to go? To give away what must now be given away?


  We won’t all be leaving the fishing profession to be called “apostles” or to be martyred for the faith. I know that. But I also know that when Christ calls you to repent and follow him, you better expect to be disrupted from your ordinary life.14 You better expect a sword to sever relationships, pierce your bank account, and cut off all those sins that so easily entangle you. You better expect such changes and many more.


  The prophet Isaiah envisioned a time (oh, he longed for it) when God would break into history in the most remarkable way; the time would come when God would begin to establish his heavenly rule on earth. Well, praise be to God, for the King has come and the kingdom of heaven has been brought into our world through Jesus. So repent, believe, and follow. Turn away from sin and idolatry and turn to Jesus—the Savior and King—offering yourself to him and him alone, which is your spiritual worship (Romans 12:1).


  Point two is, don’t be ashamed of the gospel because it is the power of God for salvation for everyone who believes—everyone who says, like the disciples did, “Yes, Lord, I trust your sovereign call enough to freely and completely follow you.”


  Three Reasons to Believe


  I can surmise that some of you, as you look in this mirror, know quite well how poorly you reflect the faith of these four fishermen, because you are still holding on to some of your “nets.” Perhaps when you come to church, you zip your “nets” up in your purse or stuff them down your socks, but you still have them. You are still a bit caught up in them. But you honestly don’t want to be. You want to repent more fully. You want to follow Jesus better. So you’re thinking, “I do believe, help my unbelief.”


  Well, I will do my best. You see, my job, with the blessing of the Holy Spirit, is to crack hard hearts so they might be softened to receive the gospel, but it’s also to take soft hearts and strengthen them. If your heart is soft to God right now—if you genuinely want to have more faith—I want you to consider with me why these four fishermen first believed. I think that as we grasp why they believed, it will help us believe as well. It will strengthen our faith.


  First, Peter, Andrew, James, and John believed because of the truth of the message. While they obviously had less information here than they would have three years later, what they saw and heard regarding Jesus made sense. It made the best sense of the world and of the predictions of Scripture. There was something believable about Jesus and his teaching. Here with Jesus’ message (summarized in v. 17), they were apparently as awestruck as the crowd would be at the end of the Sermon on the Mount.


  Second, they believed because of the value of the mission. They were fishermen, and when Jesus approached them he offered them what I’ll call a promotion. “Follow me,” he said, “and I will make you fishers of men” (v. 19). Don’t fish for salmon when you can fish for souls; don’t catch minnows when you can capture men. Christ’s call is more than our own salvation; it is a call for the salvation of others. And because of this selflessness, it is ironically self-rewarding. Christian ministry—the work of spreading the gospel like a net to each corner of the world—is exhilarating. It is life-giving, more life-giving than anything I know or have done. People are always looking to find meaning and purpose in life. Well, nothing is more fulfilling and purposeful than joining the school of Christ and being sent out to capture a school of souls! This is why the kingdom, if you find it, and the King, if you will follow him, is like a treasure hidden in a field—it’s worth giving everything to get it.


  Third, they believed because of the reality of the miracles. Message, mission, miracles—those are the three reasons they believed, reasons that should help us believe as well. When I first think of Matthew’s Gospel in comparison with the other Gospels, what first comes to mind is Jesus’ teaching ministry—the parables, the Olivet Discourse, and most notably the Sermon on the Mount. However, it’s interesting to note that Matthew is just as interested in miracles,15 some might argue even more so, as Mark, Luke, and John. This is true especially in 4:23—9:35. Look at 4:23. Now turn to 9:35. Notice that Matthew writes a very similar sentence:



  

    	4:23:
    	
    	“And he went throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction among the people.”
  

  
    	9:35:
    	
    	“And Jesus went throughout all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction.”
  




 

  This is called an inclusio. Surrounding the Sermon on the Mount—Jesus’ words—are stories and summaries about his miracles—Jesus’ deeds. The point in the inclusio is that “Jesus not only talks; he heals.”16 More specifically, his miraculous healings testify to his identity. Later, in 11:3, some of John the Baptist’s followers will approach Jesus and ask him, “Are you the Messiah, or should we expect someone else?” (my paraphrase). And how did Jesus reply? He said, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up” (11:4, 5).


  When we see that Jesus does miracles that no one has ever done before, and when we see that Jesus healed all who came to him—“all the sick . . . those oppressed by demons” (v. 24), we are to see that Jesus is no Tanzanian witch doctor. He is no Orlando televangelist. This is no reenactment of the magic of Egypt. Rather, in the words of Pharaoh’s magicians, “This is the finger of God” (Exodus 8:19). With Jesus’ healings, the eschatological in-breaking of the kingdom of heaven has come to earth. Heaven’s lack of death, mourning, crying, or pain is at hand! The curse is being buried in the sweat-soaked ground; Satan’s head is slowly being crushed under Christ’s heel (we might say, under his heal).


  Who Jesus heals, how Jesus heals, and what he is able to heal—all of this points to him as God’s Son come in the flesh. It’s not only “Who can forgive sins but God alone?” but who can walk on water, who can still the wind and waves, who can expel a thousand demons with one word, who can take a lifelong illness away with one touch, who can turn seven loaves into 7,000, and who can catch 100 fish at one command?


  Even at the start of Jesus’ ministry Peter, Andrew, James, and John understood this. They understood the faith-drawing, faith-building power of Jesus’ miracles.17 While we have not seen or touched him as they did, we should nevertheless believe as we read the apostolic reports of him. The miracles by themselves don’t close the case. But along with the claims, commands, and character of Christ, they build a fairly strong one.


  So the truth of the message, the value of the mission, and the reality of the miracles—those are the three reasons they believed. These same reasons should help us who have not seen and yet believe to trust in Jesus for everything and follow him anywhere and everywhere.


  No Shame


  For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. (Romans 1:16)


  

  As we look afresh at 4:12–25, let us be reminded and encouraged that there is no reason to be ashamed of the good news of Jesus Christ, for this gospel brings salvation to all kinds of people in all kinds of places. It is the power of God for salvation for everyone—I’ve experienced it; you’ve experienced it—who believes.


  9


  A Sermon on the Sermon


  Matthew 5—7


  [image: ]


  JESUS MADE A NUMBER of remarkable statements, but perhaps none as remarkable as when he said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away” (24:35). Think about that claim. If I told you today that what I am about to say in the next few pages, each and every word that is mine, will be remembered when we’re all dead and gone, in fact, when the whole world is dead and gone, what would you think of me? If I was to claim, as Jesus did, that there is lasting value to each sentence I speak, what would you think of me? Well, those who know me well might think I was making a joke, and those who don’t know me might think I was one. You see, no one in the history of the world, who had his head on straight, talked like Jesus talked, claiming that his words have eternal value.


  I make my living by speaking, and yet I am self-aware enough to know that when words fall from my mouth, it’s as if they fade into the wind, or it’s as if they are swallowed up by time. And this is not true of only my words or your words—it’s true of everybody’s words.


  After President Obama’s inaugural speech in 2008, I remember how some in the media claimed that America’s new President’s words would be “chiseled in stone”; in other words, what he said would be long remembered. Now, certainly I would agree that such a speech by our first African-American president has historical value to it, but I had to laugh at such a claim (and this may offend some of you; I don’t mean to be offensive, and I promise I’ll be far more offensive later in this chapter, so please wait until then to be offended)—only because I know from history that even presidential speeches—the best of them, the most historically significant of them—are easily and usually forgotten.


  What about George Washington’s Farewell Address or FDR’s War Message or Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address? Yes, all those are famous presidential speeches, but even the Gettysburg Address, the most famous of the three, though we might remember how it starts (“Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth, upon this continent, a new nation . . .”) is forgettable. Let’s be honest, most Americans have forgotten the precise contents of that speech, and some of us can’t even remember what “four score” means.


  Important words might be written down or even “chiseled in stone,” but like the chiseled script on most monuments in your city’s downtown as well as downtown Washington, DC, we have forgotten when and who and what was said.


  But not so with the words of Jesus! Isn’t that remarkable? Have you ever thought about that? Have you ever stopped to think, “How is it that this carpenter’s son, born out of wedlock [wasn’t he?], this poor Jew from the nowhere town of Nazareth, who lived 2,000 years ago and who lived fewer years than what is required to be the President of our country—how is it that his words are as alive today as the oxygen in this air, as the blood that pulses through our veins?” I don’t care how long you have gone to church or how much or how little you have studied the Bible, you have likely heard Jesus’ teachings from the Sermon on the Mount.


  Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God. (5:8)


  [I]f anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. (5:39)


  No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money. (6:24)


  Judge not that you be not judged. . . . Why do you see the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye? (7:1, 3)


  Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. (7:7)


  So whatever you wish that others would do to you, do also to them. (7:12)


  Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. (6:9–13)


  

  Those words aren’t chiseled in stone. Rather, they are words sown into the fabric of the civilized (and uncivilized) world, as Christianity has spread from the Middle East to North Africa and Europe, then over to North America, then south to Latin America, Africa, and India, and finally to Asia, where it is currently spreading like wildfire. You see, it’s not just that he has the whole world in his hands, but also that now the whole world has his words in its mouth.


  So, as skeptical as someone might be about Christ and Christianity, I cannot grasp how anyone can disprove Jesus’ own prophecy about the longevity of his words. Was Jesus right? Well, yes! He was right, right? Whatever you think of him, so far so good; he said his words would be around, and sure enough and writing about them now, and you’re reading my words about them now. And we’re not alone. In every continent and in every major city around the world Jesus’ name is being praised and his words are being explained and applied.


  But why is this so? That’s what I’m trying to get us to think about. “Well,” you might respond, “that’s simple. It’s indoctrination. In the Western world, since the time of Constantine, we have indoctrinated our children with this religious rubbish.” Yeah, maybe you’re right. But I don’t think so. Each and every culture indoctrinates their children with stuff that’s really rubbish, and like rubbish it easily or eventually dissolves. Truths, however, have a way of rising to the surface. If one culture or country seeks to bury them in the sand—like atheistic Russia did a few decades ago or Communist China does today—strangely, oddly, almost inexplicably (some might call it miraculously) Christianity flourishes. It grows like a thousand wildflowers through the cracks of a city sidewalk. I don’t think it’s indoctrination. Rather, I think there is something inherently truthful and powerful in Jesus’ words because someone inherently truthful and powerful said them.


  What is the Sermon on the Mount all about? That’s what we will look at in this chapter. What’s the Sermon on the Mount—Jesus’ most remembered words of his well-remembered words—all about? The short answer is, JESUS. It’s about Jesus. The long answer is, it’s about Jesus’ authority. The longer answer is, it’s about Jesus’ truthful and powerful authority and why you and I should submit to him.


  It’s about Ethics, Right?


  “But wait a minute,” you say. “The Sermon on the Mount is about ethics, isn’t it? It’s not about Jesus; it’s about the moral teachings of Jesus, right?”1 Well, to be sure Jesus makes ethical statements. In fact, he gives fifty imperatives:2 do this, don’t do that; be like this, don’t be like that. And yes, he deals with ethical issues that affect family and society, such as adultery and divorce and the taking of oaths. He speaks on religion—true religion and religious hypocrisy—and he instructs us on prayer and fasting and almsgiving. He teaches on doing good works and doing God’s will. He speaks on virtues—being merciful, peaceful, humble, loving our neighbors and even our enemies. And he speaks on vices—lust, anger, anxiety, undue and ungrounded and unexamined criticism.


  So, yes, his teachings are ethical. But, no, he is not just some moral teacher, as is so often claimed. Many people today like to “befriend” Jesus only to domesticate or update or revise his words to fit their own politics or philosophy or lifestyle. And many, because of this, just pick and choose from the sayings of this Sermon, like a three-year-old boy picks at his dinner plate, pushing the broccoli aside for the Jell-O. They say, “I like the stuff about love, but not divorce; about feeding the poor, but not poverty of spirit; about the dangers of materialism but not of idolatry; about God being good but not about me being evil; about those who are judgmental, but not about me having to stand before Jesus as Judge.”


  Ah, but you see, Jesus’ ethical teachings are like the relationship between our bones and our bodies. If you took all that surrounds our bones—our organs, veins, muscles, flab, and whatever else there is—we’d die. The “bones” of Jesus’ teaching cannot be separated from the body of the Teacher or from his life, death, and resurrection as well as his theology—his view of God, humankind, and the necessity of new birth, repentance, and faith for one to enter into a saving relationship with God.


  It’s about Authority


  What we have here are not moral platitudes for the masses, especially that ever so popular one-size-fits-all morality. These are ethics of the kingdom for those who call Jesus King—for those who have come, so to speak, to the feet of Jesus, listening to him on the Mount as he opens his mouth (5:1, 2).3 This Sermon is not about ethics so much as it is about the Ethicist! It’s about Jesus. So it’s about Jesus’ authority and why you and I should submit to him and his words.4


  Let me show you from this text, quickly and convincingly (I hope), this central theme.


  To set the broader context, we’ll start with the bookends of the Gospel of Matthew (chapters 1 and 28). Then we’ll look at the bookends of the Sermon on the Mount (5:1–12 and 7:21–29).


  The Gospel of Matthew begins with Jesus’ genealogy. Now, what’s the point of this long list of names (so and so was the father of so and so . . . and so on)? The point is to say, as Matthew does say in the first verse, that Jesus is the son of Abraham and the son of David (1:1), that is, he is the Messiah, the King of the Jews.


  That’s how Matthew’s Gospel begins. But how does it end? Turn again to Matthew 28. It ends with the Great Commission, where Jesus tells his disciples to spread the gospel throughout the world. But what does he say before that? Before the commission he makes an admission. He says in verses 18 and 19, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations.” “All authority”—those are the two key words of this Gospel!


  

  Matthew 1—he’s the King of the Jews.


  Matthew 28—he’s the King of the universe!


  

  Those are the bookends to the book.


  Next let’s turn our attention to chapters 5, 6, and 7. What’s at the start and stop of the Sermon on the Mount? Again we find this theme of authority! In 7:28, 29 we read, “And when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds were astonished at his teaching, for he was teaching them as one who had authority, and not as their scribes.” The first reaction from the first hearers was, “Wow! What authority! Who is this teacher? He has a weight to him that even our best Bible authorities don’t have.”


  This same note of authority is found in the Sermon’s setting, 5:1, 2. Here we learn that Jesus “went up on the mountain,” there “sat down,” and then “opened his mouth and taught them.” Each of these actions—going atop a mountain, sitting, and opening his mouth—actually relates to his authority. Here’s why I say that.


  In Matthew mountains are important. Seven times we find Jesus on one—at his temptation (4:8), when he went away to pray (14:23), when he healed and fed the multitudes (15:29–38), during the transfiguration (17:1), when he gave the Olivet Discourse (24:3) and the Great Commission (28:16), and here in the Sermon on the Mount (5:1).


  Mountains are also important elsewhere in the Bible. We think especially of Moses and Mount Sinai where God speaks to him and gives him the Ten Commandments. So the mountain is a hint to us that something important is going on here and someone important is at hand. But so too is the posture of sitting. Sitting in the ancient world and sometimes today is a symbol of authority. Kings sit when you come into their presence. The Pope, when he has something authoritative to say, speaks ex cathedra, which is Latin for “out of the chair.” He’s sitting. Jewish rabbis in Jesus’ day would sit to speak from or about the Scriptures (cf. Luke 4:20, 21). So Jesus sat to teach. He opened his mouth, but not merely to speak from or about the Scriptures, but in fact to claim authority of interpretation and application over them, and even fulfillment of them.5 “Do not think,” Jesus says, “that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (5:17). Now that’s authority! In the past when God had something to say, he spoke through Moses or Samuel or Isaiah or Jeremiah. He spoke through the prophets. But now, with Jesus, we have the direct and authoritative voice of God’s beloved Son, of “Immanuel” (“God with us”), as Matthew calls him (1:23).6


  Matthew 5:1–2—authority


  Matthew 7:28–29—authority


  Let us look at something else related to this theme of authority in the Beatitudes. Look afresh (5:2ff.) to what Jesus says here, and concentrate especially on the end of the first and last beatitudes. The first says: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (5:3). Now ask this question to that beatitude: Says who? What authority do you have, Jesus, to say who gets into Heaven and how? Now note the last beatitude: “Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven” (5:11, 12a; cf. 24:9). Again, says who? On your account? You, Jesus, know and determine what kind of faithful perseverance will be rewarded in the afterlife?7


  Now, if you thought or you now think that the Beatitudes have a bite to them, let me show you Jesus’ final words, the tail of this text (7:21–27), which, like that of a scorpion, has quite a sting of its own. And here look again for those penetrating first-person personal pronouns—every “I” and “me” and “my” and “mine.” Note also the phrase “your name.” Jesus says:


  Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that day many will say to me, “Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?” And then will I declare to them, “I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.”


  Keep looking. We’re in the middle of the potentially offensive part of the chapter.


  Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock. And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock. And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the fall of it.


  End of sermon. Wow! What authority! Who preaches like that?


  I’d like to say, here at the end of the Sermon, that Jesus gives a gracious invitation—“Come to me,” as he’ll later say, “and I will give you rest” (11:28). But here our Lord gives not so much an invitation as an assessment. He says in essence, “Listen, I will be the Judge of everyone. And your final destiny will be determined by our relationship or lack thereof, whether you know me or not, whether I know you or not, and along with that, whether you listened to my words or not.”


  I know this is not politically correct. Jesus is not PC. I’m not PC by saying he’s not PC. And I know (trust me I know) that the biggest mental and moral issue in our culture today is exclusivity. I know that I can say to you just about anything about Jesus—that he’s my personal Savior, that he loves little children, that he once walked on water. I can say all that—I just can’t say, “He is the only way to God.” I can’t say what he said: “If you don’t know me, then you don’t know my Father in Heaven.” Yes, that sounds arrogant, but it is not any more or less arrogant or exclusive than the person who says, “I think all religions are the same,” “I think each religion has some of the truth but not all of it,” or “I think everyone is going to Heaven.”


  Why do I say that? Because says who? Says you! And who are you to say such things? I’m serious. As I see it I have three choices: (1) I can believe you or someone just like you—another mere human being, (2) I can believe myself (and whatever I want to think and claim about such matters), or (3) I can believe Jesus and what he said.


  You see, it’s a matter of authority. Who is your Lord? Self, society, freedom of choice (the great idol of our age)? Who is Lord? Jesus is my Lord because I believe he is the Lord! I believe he has authority over Heaven and earth, which includes me and my itty-bitty mind, me and my unholy heart, and me and my dirty hands. He is Lord! And I don’t claim that for him—I simply acknowledge it and live by it.


  I became a Christian when I was nearly twenty years old, after I had lived exactly how Jesus says here in the Sermon on the Mount not to live. I was like a whitewashed tomb—clean on the outside, but full of dead bones on the inside. I would pray each day—mumble, mumble, mumble to God, thinking the more prayers, the greater the likelihood he would hear and love me; I would do religious acts to be seen and esteemed by others; and I was no adulterer, but I was full of lust; no murderer, but full of hate; no perjurer but full of lies. But Jesus got ahold of my heart. He showed me its blackness; then he cleaned it up. He made it white as snow. And he made it beat, beat, beat to the rhythm of his voice.


  When I tell people about my conversion to Christ, some say, sometimes in a patronizing voice, “Well, that’s nice. I guess that’s what you needed. You know, I think religion has some value to it. It brings comfort and joy, a sense of belonging.” Well, yes, all those things are true. As a Christian I have found comfort and joy and a sense of belonging, much more than when I was not a Christian. I have felt fulfillment and happiness and hope. But, you know, I’m not primarily or foundationally a Christian because of these benefits, as real as they are. I’m a Christian not because it’s nice or even because it’s helpful, but because it’s true.8 You see, it’s a matter of authority, and then of allegiance. Since Jesus is Lord (the Lord), then I acknowledge that—I believe, I submit, I love the Lord my God with all my heart and mind and strength and soul.


  Fall at His Feet


  Jesus made a number of remarkable statements, didn’t he? He predicted that the gospel would reach the ends of the earth and that someone from every nation would know him and accept the good news about him. He claimed that his church—first comprised of former fisherman (4:18–22), lepers (8:2–4), Roman soldiers (8:5–13), demon-possessed men (8:28–34), cripples (9:1–8), tax collectors (9:9–13), those who were blind and mute (9:27–34), thieves, murderers, and prostitutes—would remain, even if all Hell fought against her (16:18). And he said that Heaven and earth would pass away but his words would last and last and last (24:35). And so far he has been right about all of these. It is not a matter of opinion or belief; it’s a matter of history!


  And if he has been right about those things, might he also be right about who he is and why he came? He is the Lord, as he says here in 7:21, who “came,” as he says in 9:13, “not to call the righteous [those who think they are not morally sick, cf. 9:12], but sinners [those who know they need a Savior].” And might he be right about how such “sinners” enter the kingdom of heaven? We enter (1) through poverty of spirit—the first beatitude, (2) through the asking of forgiveness for our trespasses—the center petition of the Lord’s Prayer, and (3) through faith9—which underlies every word here in chapters 5, 6, and 7 and is as obvious as a red cross on a white shield in chapters 8, 9.


  C. S. Lewis became an atheist when he was fifteen because, in his own words, he was “very angry with God for not existing.”10 But then later in life, at the age of thirty-three, while a professor at Oxford, he came like an unwilling child “kicking and screaming” into the kingdom of God. He was, in his own words, a “reluctant convert” to Christ, but a real one. He didn’t want to become a Christian, but as he looked at the person and teachings of Jesus, he just didn’t see another viable alternative. “In the Trinity Term of 1929,” he writes, “I gave in, and admitted that God was God, and knelt and prayed.”


  Later Lewis would write in Mere Christianity these now famous but always thought-provoking words:


  A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on the level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or . . . you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God.11


  My prayer today is that you and I do (and continue to do) the latter—that we admit that God is God and that Jesus is indeed Lord.
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  A Broken Blessedness


  Matthew 5:3–10


  [image: ]


  MY FATHER, in his lyrical Irish brogue, ends many conversations with a gracious, “God bless.” I sometimes finish a letter or an e-mail with one simple, all-encompassing, religious yet inoffensive word, “blessings.” Many people, Christians and non-Christians alike, invoke God’s blessing after someone sneezes—“God bless you.” Moreover, politicians often close important political speeches with the benediction, “God bless you. God bless the United States of America.”


  But what does it mean to be blessed? What does it mean to be blessed by God? Does it mean good health—I hope that sneeze, by divine intervention, doesn’t turn into something worse? Does it mean much wealth—I hope God prospers you and this country economically, bringing security and comfort? It can mean those things. Health and wealth can be great blessings from God. The Wisdom Literature of the Bible, especially Proverbs, speaks of such blessings. The Prophets also add their voices, as they predicted that when God’s kingdom finally arrived there would be a reign of peace and plenty (see Isaiah 65:16–25; Haggai 2:6–9). Even as we look at the start of Jesus’ earthly ministry, we get the impression that this “blessed” kingdom has arrived. What is Jesus doing in 4:17–25, right before the Sermon on the Mount? He is “proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom,” and he is “healing every disease and every affliction among the people” (4:23). Jesus is teaching about God’s kingdom and showing via healing that it was beginning to come.


  If you lived back then, heard this message, and saw such healings (or were healed), wouldn’t you do what the crowd did in 4:25? You would crowd around Jesus, wondering, What’s he going to do next? What’s he going to say next?


  Well, what does he say? He talks about blessing. But he doesn’t say what they likely thought he would say. Instead he says what seems like one contradiction after another.


  Blessed are the poor in spirit.


  Blessed are those who mourn.


  Blessed are the meek.


  Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.


  Blessed are those who are persecuted.


  

  According to Jesus, who is “blessed”? Is it the courageous, the wise, the temperate, or the just?1 No. How about the agreeable, the funny, the intelligent, the attractive, the sensitive, and the fit?2 No. According to Jesus, the one who is poor, sad, lowly, hungry, and mistreated is blessed.


  Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the strange world and wisdom of Jesus. Welcome to Jesus’ narrow-gate theology, teaching that separates the “crowds” who want health and wealth in the here and now and the “disciples” who are willing to deny themselves, pick up their crosses, and follow Jesus (cf. 5:1). Welcome not to “the few, the proud, the Marines,” but “the few, the humble, the followers of Jesus.” Welcome to what it means to be a “blessed” disciple of Jesus Christ.


  A Broken Blessedness


  In the last chapter we asked, what’s the Sermon on the Mount all about? Our answer was, Jesus! It’s about Jesus, his authority, and why we should submit to him. In this chapter we ask, what are the Beatitudes all about? Our answer is threefold, the first of which is: the Beatitudes are about a broken blessedness.


  In 1888 Friedrich Nietzsche wrote a very anti-Christian book quite creatively titled The Anti-Christ. In it he asks and answers questions such as this:



    

      	Question:
       	
      	“What is more harmful than any vice?”

    

    
      	Answer:
      	
      	“Active sympathy for the ill-constituted and weak—Christianity.”
    

  



  Nietzsche defined good as “all that heightens the feeling of power, the will to power, power itself in man,” and he defined bad as “all that proceeds from weakness.”3 As wrong as this philosopher was about what constitutes good and bad, he was right about the unique feature of Jesus Christ and his teachings. What the first four beatitudes have in common is that they all point out our spiritual weakness.


  Jesus teaches that you know that God’s blessing is upon you if you are “poor in spirit,” that is, if you acknowledge your “spiritual bankruptcy,” as D. A. Carson summarizes.4 Put differently, you are poor in spirit if you know there is nothing in you—not family ties, respect in the community, occupation, or so-called “good” works or personal “holiness”—that is valuable enough to commend you to God. Put illustratively, you are blessed when you see you’re just a beggar coming to the door of the kingdom without anything to give to get you in, and so you are pounding on the door, appealing to the King, “O Lord, let me in; O Lord, give me what is needed for entrance—your grace and mercy.”


  Tied to poverty of spirit, Jesus next announces the emotional counterpart to that first beatitude5—“Blessed are those who mourn” (5:4a). Here Jesus does not mean merely mourning over the losses of this life (e.g., a job or a spouse), but also mourning over your own sins, the sins of others, and the sins that pervade our world. We are to grieve over various injustices, but also indifference to the gospel (cf. Psalm 119:136; Romans 9:1–3; 2 Corinthians 12:21).6


  Jesus teaches that you know you are blessed if you are “poor in spirit,” if you “mourn” over sin, and if you are “meek,” a disposition that naturally follows the first two. For if you understand and feel your need for God, you will not be bold, brash, and self-assertive. You wouldn’t be a macho man but a meek man, which is not someone who says, “Walk all over me,” but rather “Let me walk a mile or two for you.” Meekness describes someone who is gentle, humble, unassuming, and willing to serve.7


  How blessed it is to be poor in spirit, to mourn, to be meek, and fourthly to “hunger and thirst for righteousness,” a righteousness that comes through faith alone in Christ alone (justification) through the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives (sanctification),8 knowing you are unholy.


  So how “blessed” are you? I can tell how truly blessed you are based on your attitude toward yourself. Do you believe what Jesus teaches here or have you believed the most prevailing lie of our times—express yourself, believe in yourself, realize the powers that are innate in yourself, be self-confident, self-reliant, self-assured?9 Be like God. Reach out, take, and eat the fruit of that forbidden tree!


  Jesus once told a parable that I think perfectly visualizes these first four beatitudes.


  Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: “God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.” But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” (Luke 18:10–13)


  What is the moral of that story? Why did Jesus tell it? Luke says that he told it because there were some “who trusted in themselves that they were righteous” (Luke 18:9a). The point of that parable is the same point as in these first four beatitudes: no one gets into the kingdom of heaven unless one recognizes his need for God. No one squeezes through the eye of the needle unless she gives up all the baggage that fattens and weighs down her soul—whether it’s possessions or pride, self-love or self-righteousness.


  Nothing in my hand I bring,


  Simply to thy cross I cling;


  Naked, come to thee for dress;


  Helpless, look to thee for grace;


  Foul, I to the fountain fly;


  Wash me, Savior, or I die.10


  A Future Blessedness


  Second, the Beatitudes are about a future blessedness.


  Notice the structure here. There are eight beatitudes. Some claim there are only seven, since seven is the perfect number. Others claim there are nine because verse 11 also starts with another “blessed.” I think verses 11, 12 are both a continuation of the last beatitude and the start of a new section. I say this because Jesus changes his grammar. In verses 3–10 he says, “Blessed are those,” but in verse 11 he says, “Blessed are you.” This grammatical shift supports viewing these eight beatitudes as a unit, followed by a series of teachings in the second-person plural.


  In addition, the first and the eighth beatitudes (and only these) end the same way: “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (vv. 3, 10). Now, despite what a former President said about this word’s complexities,11 “is” means “is.” Whoever is poor in spirit and whoever is persecuted for righteousness’ sake is (right now) part of the kingdom of heaven.12


  So there is this “is-ness” to the Beatitudes. We are presently part of the kingdom.13 However, the stress falls on the future,14 which is made clear in the second halves of verses 4–9. Notice the repetition of “they shall”—they shall be comforted, they shall inherit, they shall be satisfied, they shall see God, they shall be called sons of God. For believers parts of these promises are true in the here and now. We have some grasp that we are sons and daughters of God, some comfort over the forgiveness of our sins, some sense of satisfaction that comes from living holy lives, and some vision of God. But we have not yet inherited the earth or actually seen God or, as verse 12 puts it, experienced our reward “in heaven” (not a heavenly reward now, but a reward “in heaven”).15 So there is an already/not yet component to the Beatitudes, but the emphasis falls on the not yet. It falls on the future. Such an emphasis, I think, is a real challenge to us.


  Have you ever heard the term delayed gratification? I’m sure most of us have. Yet I cannot think of a concept more foreign to our culture and, sadly, more and more foreign to the church. “I want it now!” That is how most people talk and think. If I ever run for political office that will be the platform I’ll run on. Do you want it now? Then vote for me.


  “I don’t want to work for my retirement; I’ll take a huge pension now.” Okay, you have it. “I only make $30,000 a year, but I want a half a million-dollar house now.” Okay, you have it. “I hate eating healthy food. I just want to eat jellybeans all day.” Okay, you have it. “I want complete sexual freedom to be with whomever, whenever, however; no strings attached, no marriage bed.” Okay, you have it.


  Do I exaggerate?—only slightly.


  Henry David Thoreau, the famous transcendentalist, best known for his works Walden and Civil Disobedience, supposedly had the following discussion with his aunt on his deathbed.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
[l PREACHING the WORD 11

MATTHEW

ALL AUTHORITY in
HEAVEN and on EARTH

DOUGLAS SEAN O’ DONNELL

R.Kent Hughes

Series Editor






OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
PREACHING the WORD

MATTHEW

ALL AUTHORITY in
HEAVEN and on EARTH

DOUGLAS SEAN O’DONNELL
R. Kent Hughes

Series Editor

22 CROSSWAY

WHEATON, ILLINOIS





OEBPS/Images/img01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img02.jpg
CocieT

©]. Jaspar 2013 WWW.peacemonger.org





