
Jesus and the Crowds
Matthew 4:23 - 5:1

We live in a very practical age.  That’s not all bad, especially 
for me since I tend to have a practical approach to life.  My 
engineering training and education from years past is consistent 
with that, and I continue to have disdain for the practice of 
expending energy on empty or useless tasks that serve no 
purpose.  So questions of “why” and “how” are good, when used 
to solve problems.  

But an emphasis upon being practical is not good when it 
does away with necessary foundations, especially in the realm of 
Christian life and Christian thinking.  Indeed, many people with a 
similar practical bent as my own might not even recognize the 
value of Christian thinking, understanding and evaluating life from 
a Christian perspective and worldview.  And when you talk about 
loving God with all your mind, they really don’t understand what 
you mean.  That’s not practical, shaping your mind and using your 
mind to think in ways that would fulfill what Jesus identified as the 
great and first commandment, “You shall love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.”

In our practical age, the influence upon the church is evident.  
In many places, pragmatism becomes far more influential than 
doctrine.  “What works” becomes a more frequent standard than 
“what is right” or “what is good.”  And when it comes to preaching, 
there has to be a practical emphasis.  Not just practical 
applications, which I believe are always good and helpful, but only 
practical applications.  No doctrinal foundation, or perhaps, very 
little.  No development of thought that would take time and energy 
to follow.  No lengthy descriptions or background.  Just a simple 
“how to” motivational lecture.  Just a symposium on how to do 
something in life a little bit better.  A lesson of moral instruction.   

But that’s not the kind of preaching that you find in the Bible.  
Oh, there are lots of practical applications of life, but always 
based upon a broader context.  A more full foundation.  A doctrinal 
foundation.  An intellectual foundation, by which I mean, a 
foundation built upon words to be received and understood by the 
mind of the hearers.

By contrast, much preaching today is increasingly de-
emphasizing the use of words.  The clamor of our day is for 
visible images, tangible and visible props are more helpful than 
words.  The use of words is  even described in a very pejorative 
sense, as merely a lecture.  As if in a lecture, by the presentation 
of words, people will be unaffected.

Jesus didn’t believe that, and his ministry began with the 
presentation of words.  The proclamation of words.  What we call 
preaching and teaching.

v.23

Jesus went throughout all Galilee, a northern province of the 
country of Israel.  It is where he was raised and where he lived 
the bulk of his human life on earth.  We read in,

Mat. 2:19  “But when Herod died, behold, an angel of the Lord 
appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt, 20 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. 21 And he rose and took the 
child and his mother and went to the land of Israel. 22 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. 23 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.”
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Notice the focus of his preaching.  He began his ministry as a 
teacher.  He came to give instruction. Again, it wasn’t a moral 
lecture on how to live a good life.  It wasn’t a self-help seminar 
with 10 quick and easy steps to a successful life and prosperity.  
He went through all the synagogues of Galilee teaching and 
proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, according to verse 23.  

Proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom.  What a marvelous 
way of putting it.  Not a simplistic or manipulative evangelistic 
invitation.  Not a superficial message that dealt only with words 
and outward appearances.  But the gospel of the kingdom.  So at 
the very outset of his ministry on earth,

I. JESUS ESTABLISHES HIS KINGDOM.
There is such a helpfully broad emphasis in that idea of the 

kingdom.  Jesus is the king.  He is the ruler, God’s own son, 
whom the Father would install upon his throne.  And so he goes 
about to establish this kingdom, this visible kingdom on earth.  
And he does it by preaching!

The central message that was preached was just that, the 
kingdom of God has come.  And Jesus says, right at the outset of 
his ministry, that a new age had come.  The kingdom is come.  
And the main point of that new kingdom was that it was for all the 
nations.  The light of the world was for all the nations, the gospel 
was for all the nations.  Not just Israel alone.

So with Jesus’ incarnation, it is right and good to say the 
kingdom has come.  We focused upon that last week as well,

v.17

There and again in verse 23 tonight, the obvious observation 
is the,

A. Proclamation of the gospel.
Jesus came to proclaim the truth.  He came to announce and 

declare what God would reveal for the salvation of all the nations.  
And he came teaching.  Those two words are still used today, 
teaching and what we usually describe as preaching.  Verse 23 
puts it, “proclaiming the gospel.”  They go hand in hand, this 
teaching and preaching, but they are distinguished.  And they are 
complimentary.  

The emphasis in the word for teaching is the idea of 
communicating information.  Knowledge, understanding.  The 
word translated “proclaiming” is just that, preaching, declaring the 
word with emphasis upon announcing the truth with the authority 
of a herald.  Proclaiming refers not simply to knowledge, not 
simply to the intellect, but to the will.  To the heart.  The goal of 
proclamation is the transformation of the heart, the transformation 
of the life.  The goal is to evoke and provoke a response.

And the preacher, the herald, is making an announcement on 
behalf of God.  That’s why you notice a difference in my 
demeanor when I am preaching.  I am not simply interested in 
transmitting information, but rather I dare to presume to stand in 
the gap, to speak with authority as bestowed upon me by the 
laying on of hands by the presbytery.  And to speak with authority 
as a herald of God, proclaiming, preaching his word.

That’s what Jesus did, he spoke with authority.  And it was 
noticeable.  We read in,

Luke 4:31  “And he went down to Capernaum, a city of 
Galilee. And he was teaching them on the Sabbath, 32 and they 
were astonished at his teaching, for his word possessed 
authority.”

So this proclamation of the gospel of the kingdom possessed 
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authority.  And the teaching provided the necessary foundation 
and understanding.  The two went together, preaching and 
teaching, and they still do.  Indeed, they can’t be entirely 
separated or isolated from one another.   The clearest explanation 
of the interaction between teaching and preaching that is so 
formative in my own approach to the ministry of the word are the 
words of Paul in,

2 Tim. 4:1 “I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ 
Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and by his 
appearing and his kingdom: 2 preach the word; be ready in 
season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with 
complete patience and teaching.”

Preach the word.  As Paul then says, reprove, rebuke and 
exhort.  With the foundation, complete patience and teaching.  
Careful instruction.

Jesus did something else, though, didn’t he?  Something I 
don’t do, something I will never do.  As he laid the foundation for 
the church, as he established his own kingdom by the 
proclamation of the word, he also performed,

B. Attesting miracles.
v.23b-24

Now, this had little if anything in common with the so-called 
healing crusades of today, because Jesus was doing something 
that was unique to this beginning and outset of his ministry.  He 
was proving himself.  He was demonstrating his spiritual power by 
performing physical acts of healing.  He was proving his divine 
authority by supernatural signs.  Attesting.

When Peter preached Jesus at Pentecost, he said this,

Acts 2:22  “Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of 
Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with mighty works and 
wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you 
yourselves know— 23 this Jesus, delivered up according to the 
definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed 
by the hands of lawless men.”

That’s what the miracles were for.  That’s why there was such 
an abundance of signs and wonders performed by Jesus, to 
demonstrate and to validate his divine authority.  The apostles 
themselves added attesting miracles in that first generation after 
Jesus’ death, also to provide attestation.  With regard to the 
gospel of salvation, we read in,

Heb. 2:3  “It was declared at first by the Lord, and it was 
attested to us by those who heard, 4 while God also bore witness 
by signs and wonders and various miracles and by gifts of the 
Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.”

Just one example from Jesus’ life.  The paralytic in 
Capernaum, whose sins Jesus forgave.  The Scribes who were 
there thought him to be blaspheming, knowing that the claim to 
forgive sins is the claim to be God!  So we read,

Mark 2:8  “And immediately Jesus, perceiving in his spirit that 
they thus questioned within themselves, said to them, Why do 
you question these things in your hearts? 9 Which is easier, to 
say to the paralytic, Your sins are forgiven, or to say, Rise, take 
up your bed and walk? 10 But that you may know that the Son of 
Man has authority on earth to forgive sins —he said to the 
paralytic— 11 I say to you, rise, pick up your bed, and go home. 
12 And he rose and immediately picked up his bed and went out 
before them all, so that they were all amazed and glorified God, 
saying, We never saw anything like this!”
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This healing ministry was also a specific fulfillment of 
prophecy and a characteristic of the compassion with which God 
saves his people.  As we read in,

Ps. 103:1  “Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within 
me, bless his holy name!  2 Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget 
not all his benefits, 3 who forgives all your iniquity, who heals all 
your diseases, 4 who redeems your life from the pit, who crowns 
you with steadfast love and mercy, 5 who satisfies you with good 
so that your youth is renewed like the eagle's.”

So healing isn’t done in a vacuum.  It isn’t done for its own 
sake, but rather it is Jesus’ demonstration of his power and 
compassion to forgive all your sins.  He forgives all your iniquity 
and heals all your diseases.  He is God, and he is good!

It is not hard to figure out another consequence of Jesus’ 
healing ministry, so obviously described in these verses.  It was 
popular.  And it was the means by which,

II. JESUS EXTENDS HIS KINGDOM. 
And he extends it to all nations.  All people.  Everyone who 

would call upon his name would be saved.   And so as Jesus 
begins his messianic work of building his kingdom, he makes 
himself known.  The result of  his many miracles is clearly,

A. The spreading of his fame.
v.24

There would be times a little later in his ministry when he told 
those whom he healed to remain quiet, to restrain themselves 
from spreading the news of their healing because Jesus wanted 
to avoid this very thing.  He wanted to avoid making himself 
known in such a way that would provoke the Romans and the 

Jews to do what they eventually did, to kill him.  But right at the 
outset, it became abundantly clear that this new gospel, this new 
kingdom, was for everyone.  His fame spread, and it spread 
throughout Syria, referring to a region north of Galilee toward 
Antioch and Damascus where many Jews had settled.

So even with Matthew’s emphasis upon a gospel primarily 
addressing a Jewish audience, there is immediate reference to an 
inclusive declaration of Jesus’ kingdom to a growing and 
increasing geographic area and audience.  It is not “Jesus Christ, 
Superstar,” as it was presented in the 1970s movie about Jesus 
who is presented as a rock star; it is not a popularized circus 
show as so often seems to be the case in many modern religious 
crusades.  But rather a genuine and obvious declaration of the 
gospel to a a growing audience far and wide.

The miracles provided an obvious context for that.
v.24

With that growing fame, it is not hard to understand,

B. The gathering of crowds.
From an ever increasing area and region, even beyond the 

Jordan River.
v.25

That description certainly takes us back to what we read last 
week from verse 15, quoting the Old Testament prophet Isaiah,

v.15  “The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, the way of 
the sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles—16 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.”
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Surely, Jesus was the light of the world.  He was the savior of 
the world.  And he would go to the whole world, to all the nations 
of the world, with the gospel of his kingdom.  And the whole world 
would come to him.  Right from the beginning of his ministry, right 
from the outset, that universal theme is made obvious.

Along with something else, seemingly contradictory.  Jesus 
appealed to the crowds.  His fame was clearly made known 
openly and publicly, but an even more often repeated occurrence 
had to do with those twelve disciples.  Jesus’ ministry is not all 
open and public.  In fact, I suspect you could accurately say that 
the majority of his ministry was not open and public.  As we enter 
chapter 5 for just one verse this morning, we see an immediate 
priority for Jesus that would remain throughout his ministry.

III. JESUS EQUIPS HIS DISCIPLES.
Mat. 5:1
I don’t think he went up upon the mountain in order to speak to 

all the crowds, but rather to separate himself from them.  It was, I 
believe,

A. A time for withdrawal.
Jesus was not psychologically damaged such that he needed 

the constant affirmations of the crowd.  He wasn’t given to such a 
compulsive extroverted personality that he had to always have 
people around him.  Quite to the contrary, we see this occasion of 
separating himself from the crowds.  We will see that again in his 
ministry, with frequency. 

Sometimes he withdrew from the crowds for private 
communion and fellowship with his father.  Sometimes he 
withdrew because the clamoring of the crowds could easily 
become a distraction to his emphasis upon preaching.  Both of 
those reasons are described in,

Mark 1:35  “And rising very early in the morning, while it was 
still dark, he departed and went out to a desolate place, and there 
he prayed. 36 And Simon and those who were with him searched 
for him, 37 and they found him and said to him, Everyone is 
looking for you. 38 And he said to them, Let us go on to the next 
towns, that I may preach there also, for that is why I came out. 39 
And he went throughout all Galilee, preaching in their synagogues 
and casting out demons.”

Sometimes Jesus withdrew from the crowds because it was,

B. A time for personal training and instruction.
A time for discipleship.  A time to spend equipping his 

disciples.  A time to spend teaching them, privately and 
personally.  That is most evident here, as this occasion would 
mark what is probably the most well known of all Jesus’ sermons.  
We’ll spend many weeks studying this sermon on the mount, 
beginning next week, but for the introduction today, it begins as 
an obvious attempt to train his disciples for the ministry they 
would have even beyond Jesus’ own life.  Those twelve would, of 
course, become the apostles, the foundation of the church. 

Jesus’ ministry is, in many of these ways, an ongoing model 
for ministry today.  In the church and in the ministry of of the 
church, there has to be an outreach to the whole world.  But the 
crowds can never become the main thing.  A preacher today must 
be able to withdraw.  That verse from Mark 1 has always struck 
me as so vitally important. “Rising very early in the morning, while 
it was still dark, he departed and went out to a desolate place, 
and there he prayed.”  There must be vital personal communion 
with God at the heart of ministry, and I can admit for myself, that 
can become of the easiest things to neglect.  As you pray for me, 
pray that I would not neglect that priority, and that the solitary time 
of prayer and fellowship with God would be the foundation of my 
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own ministry as well.

There also has to be this commitment to personal discipleship.  
Training of men for their own work of ministry.  Indeed, Paul would 
later describe the work of pastors in the church in that very 
context,

Eph. 4:11  “And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the 
evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, 12 to equip the saints 
for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 13 until 
we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the 
Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of 
the fullness of Christ.”

The work and ministry of the church cannot be about the 
popularity and the accolades of the crowds.  The priority of 
personal training and instruction must be ours as well, the priority 
of discipleship.  Paul’s words to Timothy express that so well,

2 Tim. 2  “...what you have heard from me in the presence of 
many witnesses entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach 
others also.” 

Actually, that work of discipleship is also done by the regular 
preaching of God’s word, for as vital a work as evangelism is, 
training of Christians, equipping the saints for ministry, is done 
most effectively through faithful pulpit exposition of Scripture, and 
I am engaged in that right now.

So as we come to the sermon on the mount, let us together sit 
at Jesus’ feet with his disciples.  And as Jesus opened his mouth 
and taught them, may we learn with them as this sermon is 
expounded from the pulpit for the coming weeks, for that is the 
way for Jesus’ church to continue her work of making disciples 
today.
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