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Themes in Matthew 11:2–16:20

After the conclusion of the Missionary Discourse (9:36–11:1), the large 
middle portion of Matthew’s Gospel (4:17–16:20) now begins its second major 
section (11:2–16:20). These chapters resist all attempts to structure them neatly. 
Nevertheless, two unifying themes appear that are really only the two sides of 
one and the same coin. These themes are (1) the identity of Jesus and (2) the 
increasing refusal of Israel, and especially of her religious leaders, to acknowl-
edge Jesus’ identity and receive him in faith. Even as the opposition to Jesus 
escalates and he prophesies eschatological calamity for those who reject him, 
Jesus also continues to minister in Israel and to offer the blessings of the end-
time reign of God that has now begun in him.

A discernable inclusio marks off these chapters via its first pericope 
(11:2–6) and its final one (16:13–20). In 11:3 John the Baptist directly raises 
the question of Jesus’ identity: “Are you the Coming One, or shall we expect 
another?” After responding to the question with allusions to OT promises of 
salvation and restoration that he himself is now performing, Jesus concludes 
with a promise (11:6): “And whoever is not caused to stumble because of me is 
blessed!” Not everyone will confess Jesus’ true identity, but those who do will 
be blessed, that is, saved and rescued eschatologically. Significantly, the evan-
gelist himself has confessed Jesus’ identity by how he has introduced the unit: 
“Now John, when he had heard in prison the works of the Christ, …” (11:2).

Jesus speaks the same pronouncement of “blessed” (makavrio") again in the 
final pericope of this major unit (16:13–20), and, significantly, in 11:2–16:20 
this verbal adjective occurs in singular form only in the first and last pericopes 
(11:6; 16:17; cf. the plural in 13:16). There in 16:17 Jesus speaks blessing and 
salvation to Simon Peter. Through the gift of divine revelation, Peter is not (for 
the moment!) stumbling over Jesus, but rather is confessing the answer to the 
Baptist’s question: Jesus is the one who was to come; he is the Christ and the 
Son of God. Note that in 11:2–16:20 “Christ” occurs only at the very beginning 
of this section (11:2) and at the end (16:16, 20), as the key to Peter’s uniquely 
climactic confession at Caesarea of Philip.1 These shared features of 11:2–6 and 
16:13–20—both of which pronounce as “blessed ” those who rightly confess 
Jesus’ identity as the “Christ”—justify taking these two passages as an inclu-
sio for the second half of Matthew’s large middle section.

Within the boundaries of this inclusio, the related themes of Jesus’ identity 
and the people’s varied responses to him occur constantly, and these themes 
bind the chapters together.2 Israel must come to receive the truth that John is the 

1 See the commentary on 16:13–16.
2 Carson, Matthew, 260, comments that chapters 11–13 “are held together by the rising tide of 

disappointment in and opposition to the kingdom of God that was resulting from Jesus’ min-
istry.” I would extend that description all the way to 16:20.
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eschatological “Elijah” promised in Mal 3:23 (ET 4:5; see Mt 11:7–15), and in 
thus acknowledging John, Israel would also know the identity of Jesus as the 
“Lord” who would “suddenly come to his temple” (Mal 3:1). But this generation 
is like petulant children (Mt 11:16–19), and the unrepentant villages of Galilee 
are thus bringing near to themselves the threat of final judgment (11:20–24).

After Jesus’ gracious invitation for all who are weary to find rest in him 
(11:28–30), Matthew’s narrative discloses even more opposition to Jesus. On 
the Sabbath and in the synagogue, despite his ongoing healing ministry in ful-
fillment of Isaiah 42 (see also Mal 4:2 [ET 3:20]), Jesus is increasingly rejected 
and opposed by the Pharisees (Mt 12:1–21). For their part, the Pharisees assert 
that his works of power are performed through an alliance with Satan; for his 
part, Jesus responds with harsh words, warning them of judgment (12:22–45). 
Even Jesus’ own family does not know who he truly is (12:46–50). In a signif-
icant way, the seven parables of the reign of heaven in Jesus (13:1–50) can be 
seen as the explanation as to why Jesus and his ministry are encountering oppo-
sition. Until the harvest, the wheat and the weeds will grow together. Case in 
point: Jesus meets unbelief in his hometown (13:53–58).

Despite the opposition of violent men like Herod, who martyred John the 
Baptist and now ominously wonders who Jesus really is (14:1–12), Jesus con-
tinues his compassionate ministry among Israel’s lost sheep. The crowds show 
no signs of comprehension or faith despite Jesus’ ministry of healing and feed-
ing (14:13–21). His disciples, however, are given enough faith to confess him 
when he comes to them in the storm: “Truly you are the Son of God!” (14:33). 
Opposition from Pharisees is joined by questions from Sadducees and others 
who come to Galilee from Jerusalem to query this Jesus about his teaching and 
practice, even as he continues his ministry to the crowds (15:1–16:12). These 
diverse groups, who were denounced as one by John the Baptist (3:7–10), now 
show that they share a common teaching in that they refuse to know the char-
acter of the times and the true identity of Jesus. No sign will be given except 
the one appointed: the sign of Jonah.

In the context of this increasingly hostile setting, Peter speaks as a repre-
sentative of Jesus’ disciples and utters the climactic confession that brings the 
second major section of Matthew’s Gospel to its close (16:13–20). The true 
knowledge of Jesus’ identity is central to the mysteries of the reign of God. 
Those mysteries now at long last are being cast abroad in Israel like the spread-
ing of seed (13:10–17). Such knowledge comes only through divine revelation 
from the Father and is given only to the helpless and the unable, that is, to babies 
(11:25–27). Blessed are those to whom the Father grants this revelation! It is the 
key that unlocks the door to the blessings of the reign of heaven (16:17–19).3

3 See the commentary on 5:3–12, which explains the Beatitudes as the doorway to the Sermon 
on the Mount, especially “The Authority of the Beatitudes: The Gospel Doorway” (pp. 
254–56). To enter the doorway, it is essential for the hearer to understand his own poverty 
and the identity of Jesus as the Servant of Yahweh (pp. 239–42).
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John’s Question and Jesus’ Identity

Translation
11 2Now John, when he had heard in prison the works of the Christ, sent through 
his disciples, 3and he said to him, “Are you the Coming One, or shall we expect 
another?” 4And Jesus answered and said to them, “Go and announce to John the 
things that you are hearing and seeing: 5the blind are gaining their sight and the 
lame are walking, lepers are being cleansed and the deaf are hearing, and the dead 
are being raised and the poor are having good news preached [to them]. 6And who-
ever is not caused to stumble because of me is blessed!”

Textual Notes
11:2 oJ de; ∆Iwavnnh" ajkouvsa" … ta; e[rga tou' Cristou' pevmya"—Fairly often Matthew 
will juxtapose two (or more) predicate position participial constructions asyndetically, 
that is, with no conjunction: here ajkouvsa" … pevmya", “hearing … sending.” The parti-
ciples need not have the same force in relation to the clause’s main verb, which is ei\pen, 
“he said,” in 11:3. Here, the first participle, ajkouvsa", likely has a temporal force, “when 
he had heard,” while the second, pevmya", is an attendant circumstance participle and is 
rendered by a finite verb, “sent,” in series with the main verb.1 In ta; e[rga tou' Cristou', 
“the works of Christ,” the genitive modifier is subjective, that is, “the things that Christ 
was working.”

11:3 oJ ejrcovmeno"—This present participle refers to Jesus as “he who is coming, the 
Coming One.” In Matthew it refers to Jesus also in 3:11; 21:9; 23:39. (In 11:14, oJ 

mevllwn e[rcesqai refers to John the Baptizer.) In Judaism “the Coming One” appar-
ently was not widely known as a title specifically for the Messiah, but such language 
was employed more generally to express the expectation of a Deliverer who would come 
in the last days to bring salvation.2 The OT itself has many passages with the verb a/B, 
“come, arrive,” that promise the advent of God and his Redeemer to save his people, for 
example, Is 35:4; 59:20; Hos 6:2–3; Zech 14:5. Since the Greek participle (with the arti-
cle) (oJ) ejrcovmeno" corresponds to the Hebrew participle (with the article) aB;(h'), “(the) 
coming one,” noteworthy are eschatological OT promises with that Hebrew participle, 
including Is 62:11; Zech 2:14 (ET 2:10); Pss 96:13; 98:9; Song 2:8; 1 Chr 16:33.

In this Matthean context with John the Baptist, the promised Elijah of Mal 3:23 (ET 
4:5), particularly relevant for this Christological title is Mal 3:1: “the Messenger of the 
covenant … is coming [aB;].” See also Ps 118:26: “blessed is he who is coming [aB;h'] in 
the name of Yahweh.” The corresponding Aramaic participle refers to the Son of Man 
“coming [htea;] with the clouds of heaven” to receive God’s kingdom in Dan 7:13–14. 

1 See Wallace, Greek Grammar, 640–45, for the attendant circumstance participle.
2 Cf. Carson, Matthew, 261.
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Compare Is 19:1, where Yahweh himself is the one who “is coming” (aB;) on a cloud to 
judge Egypt and convert this Gentile nation to saving faith (Is 19:19–25). The identical 
title as here, oJ ejrcovmeno", is applied to Christ in Heb 10:37 (citing Hab 2:3) regarding 
the promise of his second coming.

11:4 poreuqevnte" ajpaggeivlate ∆Iwavnnh/—The participle poreuqevnte", “going,” 
expresses attendant circumstances (as does pevmya" in 11:2). It simply piggy-backs 
onto the main verb, ajpaggeivlate, “go and announce to John.”3

a} ajkouvete kai; blevpete:—There is perhaps a gentle irony in Jesus’ introduc-
tory words to John’s disciples to report “the things that you are hearing and seeing: the 
blind are gaining their sight … and the deaf are hearing” (11:4–5) so that John’s doubt 
might be removed and he might see and hear. As is often the case, the Greek has omit-
ted the actual antecedent of the relative pronoun a{, “that.” English does precisely the 
same thing, and I have done so in my translation. The fuller Greek construction would 
be ajpaggeivlate ∆Iwavnnh/ ta; e[rga a} … , “tell John the deeds that … ”

11:5 tufloi; ajnablevpousin kai; cwloi; peripatou'sin, leproi; kaqarivzontai kai; 

kwfoi; ajkouvousin, kai; nekroi; ejgeivrontai kai; ptwcoi; eujaggelivzonta—The clauses 
that here describe Jesus’ mighty works allude strongly to Is 29:18–19; 35:5–6a; and 
61:1.4 Divine healing was promised in the original exodus redemption and covenant 
with Israel (Ex 15:26; Deut 32:39, in contrast to the curses for violating the covenant in 
Deut 28:27, 35). The term kwfov" literally means “blunt, dull,” and elsewhere in Matthew 
(9:32–33; 12:22; 15:30–31), it refers to someone who is mute, that is, blunt of tongue 
(BDAG). Only here in this Gospel does it refer to someone who is deaf, or blunt of hear-
ing, but it has this meaning also in the parallel Lk 7:22 and in Mk 7:32, 37; 9:25.

Used only here in Matthew, the verb eujaggevlizw means “to preach good news.” 
The verb normally occurs in middle voice forms, with no apparent difference in meaning 
from the rarer active voice (BDAG). The present indicative eujaggelivzontai in this verse 
is a passive voice verb, as implied also by the passive verbs kaqarivzontai, “are being 
cleansed,” and ejgeivrontai, “are being raised.” Here, therefore, the “poor” are receiv-
ing the proclamation of good news; they “are being good-newsed to” or “evangelized.”

11:6 kai; makavriov" ejstin o}" eja;n mh; skandalisqh/' ejn ejmoiv—The connection with the 
Beatitudes is immediately apparent with makavrio", “blessed.” The linking-verb clause 
with the emphatically fronted “blessed” is similar to the structure of all nine Beatitudes 
in 5:3–11. In addition, the clause in 11:5, “and the poor are having good news preached 
[to them],” alludes strongly to the first Beatitude (5:3) and to Is 61:1. For Isaiah 61 as 
the backdrop for the Beatitudes, see the commentary on Mt 5:3.5 Given these connec-
tions, “blessed” has the same strong, end-time overtones here as in the Beatitudes; it is 
tantamount to “eschatologically saved.”

3 See Wallace, Greek Grammar, 640–45.
4 The Qumran community also read Isaiah 61 as a prophecy of the age of salvation. For a dis-

cussion of the important fragment 4Q521, see Collins, The Scepter and the Star, 117–22, and 
Novakovic, Messiah, the Healer of the Sick, 169–79.

5 Hagner, Matthew, 1:301, rightly comments: “The ‘poor’ … are the same as those of 5:3.”
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The particle ejavn can stand in for the normal a[n in a conditional relative clause, 
as here: “whoever is not caused …” Prepositional phrases with ejn plus the dative can 
communicate a variety of meanings; here ejn ejmoiv has a causal force, “because of me,” 
as also in Mt 6:7; 13:57; 26:31, 33; Gal 1:24.6

The severity of the stumbling denoted by skandalisqh/', “be caused to stumble,” 
must be indicated by the context. Matthew uses the verb skandalivzw to mean “cause to 
stumble into apostasy/unbelief,”a  as well as with a less severe sense of “offend” (17:27; 
perhaps 15:12). This present context deals with Jesus’ very identity as the Coming One, 
so the stronger meaning is intended: eternally blessed is the person who does not stum-
ble over the fact that Jesus is this kind of Messiah. The passive “is caused to stumble” 
invites the question “Who causes the stumbling?” In one sense, Jesus himself is the 
stone over which some stumble (21:42–44), but the sinful unbelief of those who stumble 
over him is to be blamed for their downfall. In other passages, Jesus speaks of a person 
stumbling because of his own bodily members (5:29–30; 18:8–9) or because of other 
people (18:6) or persecution (13:21). See further the commentary.

Commentary
Was the Baptist really asking his question for his own sake or merely for the 

sake of his disciples? This question has occupied interpreters over the centuries, 
and it is not unimportant. Indeed, it is related to the main point of the unit, and 
the issue deserves an answer in itself. The central thrust of this passage, how-
ever, emerges from the Lord’s reply to John and his claim that in his ministry of 
wonders and preaching good news, the promised renewal of all things is taking 
place. Yet there is a strange twist to Jesus’ answer. Even though the prophecies 
are coming true, Jesus’ ministry will have a paradoxical character that can cause 
one to stumble and fall away without the proper eyes to see and ears to hear.

“Are you the Coming One, or shall we expect another?” (11:3). Did the 
Baptist ask this question for his own sake or merely to assist his disciples in 
their understanding and faith? With the apparent exception of Tertullian, the 
church fathers and early commentators held that the Baptist could not possibly 
have entertained doubts about the identity of Jesus.7 Yet in terms of grammar, 
near context, and even the wider sweep of Scripture’s story, there is no com-
pelling reason to reject the obvious sense of the text. Grammatically, it is John 
who is the subject of the verb “he said” (ei\pen) in 11:3. Further, Jesus replies, 
“Go and announce to John …” (11:4). Finally, the closing beatitude is singular 

6 See Turner, Syntax, 253; BDAG, 9.
7 See, for example, Tertullian, Against Marcion, 4.18 (ANF 3:375–76). For the fathers’ com-

ments, see Simonetti, Matthew, 1:217–19; Chrysostom, Homilies on Matthew, 36.1–3 (NPNF1 
10:238–41); Theophylact, Matthew, 92–93; Luz, Matthew, 2:133. McNeile, Matthew, 151–52, 
quotes Origen (though without citing the specific text): hJ tou' ∆Iwavnou ejrwvthsi" oujk aujtou' 
movnou h\n cavrin, ajlla; kai; tw'n ajpostalevntwn (“the question of John was not only on his 
account, but also on account of those who were sent”), and notes that this comment was 
“widely adopted by patristic and later writers” (cf. the citation in Luz, Matthew, 2:133, includ-
ing n. 28).

(a) Mt 
5:29–30; 
13:21, 57; 
perhaps 
15:12; 18:6, 
8–9; 24:10; 
26:31, 33
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and in the first place refers to John himself. Grammatically, John has asked a 
question, and Jesus has answered him.

In terms of the near context, the obvious must not be overlooked: John heard 
the deeds of Christ while he was in prison. John had announced that Jesus was 
the eschatological Judge, far mightier than John himself and on the verge of 
wielding the winnowing fork of separation (3:11–12). But John is now in pris-
on.8 Jesus’ teaching about the Baptist’s significance in the following pericope 
(11:7–15) will afford more opportunity to develop this theme, but let it be said 
here that this does not look like the reign of God! We should not even neces-
sarily think in terms of John’s concern for his own personal welfare. John is the 
fiery prophet of the Lord, and he knows it. Just as he was taken aback, however, 
when the Lord came to receive his baptism (3:13–15), so is he here, as the judg-
ment tarries and the forces of evil men are still so strong.9 John has heard of the 
works of the Christ, Jesus’ authoritative preaching and his deeds of gracious 
authority. What he has heard, however, does not match the end-time message 
he himself has preached nor what he himself is experiencing.

In terms of Scripture’s wider context, there are any number of parallels 
to John’s journey from faith to doubt and back to faith again. The disappoint-
ment and frustration of Moses (Ex 5:22–23), Elijah (1 Kings 18–19), Jeremiah 
(Jer 20:14–18), and others give ample support for the view that John sends his 
disciples to Jesus with a question that is truly his own: “Are you the Coming 
One, or shall we expect another?” (Mt 11:3).10 We need not conclude that John 
has lost all faith, and we can surely believe that his faith is strengthened by the 
answer that Jesus sends back to him. The question, nevertheless, is John’s own, 
and it is real.

Jesus’ answer in 11:4–6 exhibits a twofold character. On the one hand, his 
words offer the strongest possible “yes!” to the first part of the Baptist’s ques-
tion. The deeds that Jesus has been performing are the long-expected signs of 
renewal and restoration in Israel. God is at work, establishing the new age of 
salvation!11 Physical infirmity signifies that the creation is a fallen and broken 

 8 Beasley-Murray, Jesus and the Kingdom of God, 81, is to the point:

Where was the thunder of judgment? Where was the rebuke of the wicked? Why this 
use of power over demons but not over evil men? Why did Jesus consort with them 
in their feasting? Why did he allow the prophet of God’s righteous wrath against sin 
to rot in Herod’s jail without a word of protest? Could this possibly be the Messiah?

 9 Yamasaki, John the Baptist, 107, notes: “The sentiments that give rise to John’s question in 
11.3 are already evident long before this point in the narrative. As early as the baptismal scene 
(3.13–15), John expresses an uneasiness with Jesus for his coming to be baptized, rather than 
to execute his role as eschatological judge.” See the commentary on 3:13–15.

10 Cf. Keener, Matthew, 334–35.
11 Second Temple Judaism contained a robust expectation that the final age of salvation would 

see healings (Luz, Matthew, 2:134; Novakovic, Messiah, the Healer of the Sick, 163–68). 
What is not so clear is whether Jewish expectation was for a messianic figure (as opposed to 
God himself or various prophets) to be the one to perform healings. However, with a proper 
understanding of “Immanuel” in Mt 1:23 and biblical Christology, to say that Jesus performed 



557

John’s Question and Jesus’ Identity

place because of man’s sin. OT prophecy, especially in Isaiah, promises that 
God would come to restore and to heal.12 Good news is being preached to the 
poor, as promised in Is 61:1.13 The OT promises are being fulfilled in Jesus. The 
age of salvation is here; he is the One who was to come.

On the other hand, Jesus’ words invite John to accept in faith the strang-
est of all paradoxes in the history of the world.14 The reign of God has broken 
into history in the person of Jesus, and he is the Coming One. But the power of 
evil men remains strong, and Christ will not overthrow that evil—yet.15 Jesus 
has come to save his people from their sins (1:21), yet he teaches his followers 
to expect opposition and hatred (10:24–39). God has come to rule and restore 
through this Jesus, and through him alone. But only God can reveal to people 
the knowledge of Jesus’ identity, and many will be caused to fall into unbelief 
because of Jesus and his hidden ways of revealing God’s reign.16

Nevertheless, to the Baptist and to all hearers since Jesus uttered these 
words, his final saying reaches out, inviting to faith and discipleship: “Blessed 
is the one who is not caused to stumble because of me!” (the literal Greek word 
order of 11:6). One can easily imagine that John, in prison and poor in spirit, 
heard the Lord’s message as truly good news filled with salvation and hope. 
Believers today, who struggle in the paradox of salvation already won and sal-
vation not yet fully experienced, can hear Jesus’ invitation and, not stumbling 
over him, rejoice in God’s gracious and hidden reign in the Savior.

miracles is the same as saying that God performed them. For a discussion of 4Q521, which 
shows a similar eschatological understanding of healings in the final age of salvation, see 
Collins, The Scepter and the Star, 117–22, and Novakovic, Messiah, the Healer of the Sick, 
169–79.

12 See the textual note on 11:5. Novakovic, Messiah, the Healer of the Sick, 160–61, compares 
the wording of Mt 11:5 and Is 26:19; 29:18–19; 35:5–6; and 61:1. She concludes: “Jesus’ 
reply alludes to various Isaianic texts by combining several motifs that appear in them, with 
the purpose of showing that the promises given in the past are now being fulfilled.”

13 See the commentary on 5:3, translated as “the poor in spirit are blessed,” and the links with 
Is 61:1.

14 Hagner, Matthew, 1:302, writes:

John the Baptist was the first person who had to learn this paradox, and since John, the 
paradox of existence in an era of fulfillment that is nevertheless short of the consum-
mation has had to be learned by the apostles, by the members of Matthew’s church, 
and by each Christian of every generation.

15 The final reckoning, in which Jesus will overthrow all evil, comes on the Last Day after Christ 
returns in glory. See, for example, Mt 25:13–46 and Rev 20:11–15.

16 Carson, Matthew, 262, writes: “The miracles themselves are not irrefutable proof of who 
Jesus was … ; faith was still required.”
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The Significance of John the Baptist

Translation
11 7Now as these were going away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds concern-
ing John: “What did you go out into the desert to look at? A reed that was being 
shaken by wind? 8But what did you go out to see? A man who was dressed in soft 
clothing? Look, those who wear soft clothing are in kings’ houses. 9But what did 
you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I say to you, and one greater than a prophet. 
10This one is [he] concerning whom it stands written, ‘Look, I am sending my mes-
senger before your face, who will prepare your way before you.’ 11Truly I say to 
you, one greater than John the Baptist has not risen among those born of women, 
but the one who is least in the reign of heaven is greater than he. 12But from the 
days of John the Baptist until now, the reign of heaven is being violently attacked, 
and violent men are trying to snatch it away. 13For all the prophets and the Law 
prophesied until John, 14and if you are willing to receive [it], he himself is Elijah, 
who is going to come. 15Let the one who has ears hear.”

Textual Notes
11:7  h[rxato oJ ∆Ihsou'" levgein—In the NT, when the verb a[rcomai, “to begin,” is fol-
lowed by an infinitive, the infinitive is almost always present stem, as is levgein, “to 
say.” The one seeming exception in Lk 13:25 employs the perfect infinitive of i{sthmi, 
which has the force of a present infinitive. The very meaning “begin to do” would nat-
urally invite the pairing of a[rcomai with a present stem verb form, for the present stem 
can in itself express an inceptive force, “to begin (something).”

tiv—This is not the masculine singular interrogative pronoun tiv", “who?” but the 
neuter singular accusative, which can mean either “what?” or “why?” Matthew uses tiv 
in both ways. The decision about the force of the pronoun will govern the punctuation 
of the rest of the sentence. Does the pause happen after the infinitive (“What did you 
go out into the desert to look at?”) or before (“Why did you go out into the desert? To 
look at … ?”)? Though theologically unimportant, a decision has to be made for trans-
lation. Translating tiv as “what?” allows the three rhetorical questions to stand out more 
starkly: “A reed … ?” “A man … ?” “A prophet?” Since John’s identity is the key ques-
tion, perhaps this is preferable.

kavlamon … saleuovmenon—The participle saleuovmenon is in attributive posi-
tion with an adjectival force, describing the accusative of kavlamo": “a reed … that was 
being shaken.” The same construction occurs in 11:8: a[nqrwpon … hjmfiesmevnon, “a 
man … who was dressed.”

11:8 ijdei'n —Whereas 11:7 uses the infinitive of qeavomai, “to look at, see,” a differ-
ent verb meaning “to see” now occurs in 11:8–9. ijdei'n is the second aorist infinitive 
of ei[dw, but it is used as the aorist infinitive of the defective verb oJravw, “to see” (see 
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BDAG, s.vv. oJravw and ei\don). Matthew employs oJravw in both a physical (e.g., 2:2, 
9–11; 8:14) and a metaphorical (e.g., 9:2, 30; 16:6) sense. In 11:7–9, qeavsasqai and 
ijdei'n function as synonyms.1

11:10  In terms of the precise wording, Jesus here combines Ex 23:20 (cf. Ex 23:23) 
and Mal 3:1. Jewish sources are known to have combined Ex 23:20 and Mal 3:1, and 
this combination happened already before the time of Jesus’ ministry.2

.ytinOîkih} rv≤àa} µ/q¡M;˝h'Ala, Ú+˝a}ybi¢h}˝l'˝w“ Jr<D:=˝B' Ú`˝r“m;v]˝li Ú˝yn<±p;˝l] J~a;l]m' j"l´¶vo yki⁄nOa; hNE!hi

Look, I am sending a messenger before you to guard you in the way and to 
bring you to the place I have prepared. (Ex 23:20)3

yn:=p;˝l] Jr<d<¡AhN:pi˝W y˝ki+a;l]m' j"~levo ynI•˝n“hi

Look, I am sending my messenger, and he will prepare a way before me/my 
face. (Mal 3:1)

ijdou; ejgw; ajpostevllw to;n a[ggelovn mou pro; proswvpou sou, o}" kataskeuavsei 
th;n oJdovn sou e[mprosqevn sou.

Look, I am sending my messenger before your face, who will prepare your 
way before you. (Mt 11:10)

Three observations about the form of the text in Matthew are in order. The first 
observation is the remarkable similarity between Matthew’s wording and the two OT 
passages. The nine initial words in Matthew’s citation agree precisely with LXX Ex 
23:20: ijdou; ejgw; ajpostevllw to;n a[ggelovn mou pro; proswvpou sou. Moreover, there 
are only two significant differences between the opening clauses of LXX Ex 23:20 
and LXX Mal 3:1, but these are relatively minor. First, the simple verb ajpostevllw, 
“I am sending,” is used in LXX Ex 23:20 and Mt 11:10, whereas the compound verb 
ejxapostevllw, “I am sending,” is in LXX Mal 3:1. Second, the phrase pro; proswvpou 

sou, “before your face,” is in LXX Ex 23:20 and Mt 11:10, whereas LXX Mal 3:1 has 
pro; proswvpou mou, “before my face” (translating yn:=p;l̋], “before me/my face,” in MT 
Mal 3:1), as part of a second clause that refers to the face of God. On whether the hearer 
should perceive a theological connection between Ex 23:20 and the present passage, 
see the commentary.

A second observation is that the evangelist’s o}" kataskeuavsei, “who will pre-
pare,” is something of a puzzle. Matthew has a more accurate rendering of MT Mal 3:1, 
which has the Piel perfect with waw consecutive hN:piW̋, “and he will clear away,” than 
does LXX Mal 3:1, which offers kai; ejpiblevyetai, “and he will look upon.” In other 
OT passages with the Piel of hn:P;, the LXX does not translate it with the verb used in Mt 
11:10, kataskeuavzw, and neither does kataskeuavzw occur elsewhere in Matthew’s 
Gospel. It is hard to see why, when he had the chance, Matthew did not render Jesus’ 

1 For a helpful discussion of how different terms can readily function as synonyms in a partic-
ular context, see Silva, Biblical Words, 165–66.

2 See Gundry, The Use of the Old Testament in St. Matthew’s Gospel, 11; France, Jesus and the 
Old Testament, 243.

3 Similar wording is in Ex 23:23: Ú%a̋}ybiâh‘w̋< Ú#y̋n<p;l̋] yÙk̋ia;l]m' Jĺ¢yEAyKiâ, “for my messenger will go 
before you and bring you …”
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citation of the OT with eJtoimavzw, “to prepare,” so as to align the present passage more 
closely with the Baptist’s preaching, which is described in LXX Is 40:3, quoted in Mt 
3:3, as eJtoimavsate th;n oJdo;n kurivou, “prepare the way of the Lord.”

A third observation is that in both MT and LXX Mal 3:1, Yahweh/the Lord speaks 
of the preparation of his own way: “a way before me/my face.” In Matthew’s phras-
ing, God is speaking about the relationship between John and Jesus, and it is the way 
of Jesus—“your way before you”—that John is preparing. See the commentary for the 
Christology implicit in this OT citation where the way of Yahweh/the Lord becomes 
the way of Jesus.

11:11  mikrovtero"—The adjective mikrov" here has the form of a comparative, 
“smaller, lesser.” In NT Greek, however, comparative forms routinely function as super-
latives, so the meaning here is “smallest, least” (see BDF, § 60).

11:12  hJ basileiva tw'n oujranw'n biavzetai kai; biastai; aJrpavzousin aujthvn—The 
translation of these clauses is much debated. For the history of the interpretation of 
this verse, see the excursus “The History of the Interpretation of Matthew 11:12” fol-
lowing this pericope, and see the commentary on this verse for the theology that flows 
from the translation chosen here. The lexical and grammatical issues are complex and 
interconnected. They involve (1) the verb biavzetai itself, which can be parsed as either 
present indicative middle or present indicative passive;4 (2) the lexical data for biavzetai, 
biastaiv, and aJrpavzousin, especially since they occur in such close proximity in this 
verse; and (3) the structural relationship of the two clauses in the verse. The following 
points are pertinent.

The verb biavzw rarely occurs in active voice forms. The majority of occurrences in 
Greek literature are in the middle voice, though passive voice forms are also frequent.5 
Middle voice forms can be transitive or intransitive. When transitive (with an explicit 
or implicit accusative object), the middle voice can mean “to inflict violence on, dom-
inate, constrain” (BDAG, 1), as well as “overpower by force, press hard” (LSJ, II 1). 
When intransitive (as is the case here in Mt 11:12 if biavzetai is parsed as middle), 
the middle voice means “to gain an objective by force, use force” (BDAG, 2) and “act 
with violence, use force” (LSJ, II 3).6 Passive voice forms of biavzw mean “be violently 
treated, be oppressed” (see BDAG, 1) or “be hard pressed, be overpowered” (see LSJ, 
I). In Greek literature, this verb is most frequently used in a negative sense of “attack 
or forcible constraint” (BDAG).7

4 The verb biavzw occurs in the NT only here in Mt 11:12 and in Lk 16:16, which is not a par-
ticularly close parallel, despite some similarities between the two sayings.

5 See BDAG; Luz, Matthew, 2:140.
6 Luz, Matthew, 2:140, declares that he knows of no instance of a middle intransitive use of this 

verb in a positive sense. In support of Luz’s claim, the only time a middle intransitive form 
of this verb occurs in the LXX, it means “break or force one’s way through” (Ex 19:24).

7 Luz, Matthew, 2:140, remarks that the verb “almost always contains a negative element.” 
Moore, “BIAZW, ARPAZW,” 534, comments about the usage of biavzw, aJrpavzw, and their 
cognates in Josephus: “The direct employment of physical violence is almost invariably implied 
in their usage, and particularly in their combined usage” (emphasis original). In support of 
this point, middle voice transitive forms of biavzw in the LXX have a positive meaning six 
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To summarize the lexical data on biavzw, this verb most often denotes a forceful 
action in a negative sense. Crucial for the understanding here in 11:12 is Luz’s claim that 
Greek literature may offer no example of a middle intransitive form (if that is how one 
finally parses biavzetai) with a positive meaning such as is given in the NIV’s unfortu-
nate rendering: “the kingdom of heaven has been forcefully advancing.”8

The lexical information on biastaiv and aJrpavzousin can be set forth briefly. The 
noun biasthv" is uncommon, and it means “a violent, impetuous person” (see BDAG). 
No one has pointed to any example of a positive sense for the noun. As the commentary 
will show more fully, even when the early interpreters thought that 11:12b was express-
ing a positive theological truth, the meaning of the noun was still understood with a 
negative force: not simply “forceful” persons, but “violent” ones.9 The verb aJrpavzw can 
express either a positive or negative force.10 Its two other occurrences in Matthew both 
convey a negative meaning: “plunder” (12:29) or “snatch away” (13:19).

What is lexically of great significance is the collocation of these three words in 
such close proximity. The combination of biavzetai, biastaiv, and aJrpavzousin seems 
almost to demand that all of these terms communicate a negative sense of “violence,” 
and not merely “force.”11

Finally, when one considers the relationship of the two clauses in 11:12, the neg-
ative sense for all three words is confirmed. Some scholars, to be sure, have argued for 
a kind of antithetical parallelism, in which the first clause has a positive sense that is 
contrasted with a negative sense in the second clause.12

times, always with the meaning of “urge, constrain” (Gen 33:11; Judg 13:15–16; 19:7; 2 Sam 
13:25, 27), and a negative force eight times, meaning “force [something] through, force [a 
woman], fight against an impulse or force” (Deut 22:25, 28; Esth 7:8; 2 Macc 14:41; 4 Macc 
2:8; 8:24; 11:25; Sirach 4:26). In one case a middle intransitive form has a negative mean-
ing, “break through” (Ex 19:24), and once a passive form means “be assaulted [overstuffed] 
with foods” (Sirach 31:21), the solution for which is to vomit in order to gain relief!

 8 Only the first edition of the translation by J. B. Phillips joins NIV in rendering 11:12a in a 
positive sense, although there he parsed the verb as passive voice: “has been taken by storm” 
(The New Testament in Modern English [London: Collins, 1958], 20). The revised edition 
was changed to “has been subject to force” (The New Testament in Modern English [London: 
Collins, 1972], 21). KJV, NKJV, NASB, RSV, NEB, JB, and ESV all give a negative transla-
tion, always with some explicit reference to “violence.”

 9 See Cameron, Violence and the Kingdom, 34. An ascetic understanding of 11:12b, divorced 
quite completely from 11:12a and from the rest of the context, was influential among the Greek 
fathers. Even in this understanding of the clause as a positive exhortation to virtue, the noun 
is still understood negatively: Christians were to direct their violence against themselves and 
their own sinful impulses. See Cameron, Violence and the Kingdom, 5–6.

10 For a positive sense, see, for example, Acts 8:39; 1 Thess 4:7. For a negative force, see, for 
example, Jn 6:15; 10:12, 28–29.

11 Moore, “BIAZW, ARPAZW”, 540, while admitting that lexical considerations alone cannot 
decide all the questions of translation in 11:12, nevertheless avers: “The impression gained on 
reading the dominical saying, after a study of the words in Josephus, is that something is being 
strongly condemned.” For a similar conclusion, resulting from a study of legal texts where biav 
and aJrpavzw (or their cognates) occur together, see Llewelyn, “Forcible Acquisition,” 156.

12 See Carson, Matthew, 267. Carson postulates that the two opposing meanings given to related 
terms (biavzetai and biastaiv) is an example of antanclasis, “a figure of speech in which the 
same word is repeated in a different or even contradictory sense.” He supports the sense of 
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However, the following two features argue more strongly for taking the two clauses 
as an expression of synonymous parallelism. First and most obviously, the conjunction 
kaiv that joins the two clauses more naturally supports the view that the first clause is 
further elaborated by means of the second clause, rather than standing in a sharp dis-
juncture or contrast.

Second, in 11:12a, “the reign of heaven” is the subject of the verb biavzetai, which 
almost certainly has a negative sense.13 The verb’s subject in 11:12a, “the reign of 
heaven,” then becomes the direct object of the active voice verb aJrpavzousin in 11:12b 
through the pronoun aujthvn, “it,” whose antecedent is “the reign of heaven.” If biavzetai 
is parsed as passive, then in both clauses the same referent, “the reign of heaven,” 
receives the verb’s action. In addition, from the verb in 11:12a, biavzetai, “be violently 
attacked,” the cognate noun biastaiv, “violent men,” becomes the subject of the active 
voice verb in 11:12b, aJrpavzousin, “seize, snatch away.” One might lay this out sche-
matically as follows, almost as a sort of chiasm:

X is being Y-ed,
 and Y-people are Z-ing X.

Given this close interchange of terms and cognates, it seems most likely that the 
verb biavzetai in 11:12a should be understood as passive voice, “is being violently 
attacked,” and that the parallelism between the two clauses is synonymous rather than 
antithetical.14 In such a context, it is easy enough to understand the present indicative 
active verb aJrpavzousin in 11:12b in a conative sense: “are trying to snatch away.”

In addition to these detailed lexical and grammatical considerations, a strong con-
textual argument can be made in favor of the translation “but from the days of John the 
Baptist until now, the reign of heaven is being violently attacked, and violent men are 
trying to snatch it away.” See further the commentary.

11:14  kai; eij qevlete devxasqai—Although the combination kai; eij can often express 
a concession, “even if,” here it should be rendered simply as “and if.”15

aujtov" ejstin ∆Hliva"—Both grammatically and theologically, Jesus’ statement is 
emphatic and astonishing: John, currently languishing in the prison of a violent man—
he himself is Elijah! The unnecessary third person personal pronoun aujtov" serves as 
the subject of the linking verb ejstivn, while the proper name ∆Hliva", “Elijah,” is the 
predicate nominative.16

11:15  oJ e[cwn w\ta ajkouevtw—The participial phrase oJ e[cwn w\ta, “the one who has 
ears,” is the subject of the third person present imperative ajkouevtw, “let him hear.” This 

the verse as “from the time of John until now the kingdom is forcefully advancing, and vio-
lent men are pillaging it.”

13 Recall that it is extremely unlikely that, even if it is middle voice, this verb can have a posi-
tive sense of “act forcefully” (see Luz, Matthew, 2:140).

14 See Llewelyn, “Forcible Acquisition,” 158–59, for a similar strong argument in favor of syn-
onymous parallelism in 11:12. See also Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:256.

15 Burton, Moods and Tenses, § 282.
16 Wallace, Greek Grammar, 44.
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refrain recurs in 13:9, 43. Jesus elaborates on the distinction between those who do or 
do not have ears that can hear in 13:14–16. This involves the doctrine of faith and the 
mystery of election. See the textual notes and the commentary on 13:14–16 and “The 
Parables of Jesus in Matthew 13: Introduction, Hermeneutics, and Structure” at the 
beginning of the commentary on chapter 13.

Commentary
God, the Father of the Lord Jesus, is a “historical” God. What I mean by 

this is that God has always engaged his creation by coming down into it with 
deeds—deeds of judgment and/or salvation. There is a movement to salvation, 
a history, and moments come in the history of salvation that are genuinely new. 
This does not imply that God’s way of salvation changes from generation to 
generation or age to age; no, even long ago, Abraham “believed in Yahweh, and 
it was reckoned to him as righteousness” (Gen 15:6, quoted in Gal 3:6). God 
makes promises, however, and then at specific times, he fulfills those promises 
and does a new thing.

When such historical moments occur, God customarily sends prophets to 
identify them as such. To identify the deeds of God in history as they were tak-
ing place was a major burden of Israel’s prophets. Later generations of believers 
(such as we are) enjoy the blessing of the inspired scriptural record and its 
authoritative interpretation of God’s mighty deeds.

As the disciples of John are returning to their master to report Jesus’ 
response to his question (11:3), Jesus takes up the topic of the significance of 
John himself. Jesus teaches that in the ministry of John the Baptist, God was 
doing a new thing; a new time has dawned in the world. Unless Jesus’ hearers 
would understand and recognize the significance of John, they would not be 
able to know what God the King was now doing, and, most stunningly, how the 
creation’s King had condescended to rule among Israel in Jesus. Ultimately, to 
know John aright was to know the times as they were—and still are! To know 
the times, moreover, was—and is—to know Jesus himself.

The structure of Jesus’ teaching in 11:7–15 can be laid out as follows. Three 
rhetorical questions (11:7–9) invite Jesus’ hearers to consider what they had 
gone out to see when so many of them had responded to John’s ministry.17 Jesus 
then provides the correct understanding of John, and 11:10 is the heart of the 
teaching: John is the one prophesied in Mal 3:1! Emphatically underscoring the 
truth of this, Jesus’ amen statement in Mt 11:11 further explicates the signifi-
cance of John and of the present time when God’s reigning deeds have broken 
into history. Shockingly, 11:12 immediately (dev) offers a contrasting paradoxi-
cal understanding of how God’s reign has been faring in Israel, an understanding 
with which John himself has been struggling and that caused him to send his 
question (11:3) to Jesus in the first place. The teaching concludes when Jesus 

17 See 3:5: “then Jerusalem and all Judea and all the neighboring region of the Jordan began to 
go out to him.” For John’s ongoing popularity among the people, see 21:26.
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explains (gavr, “for,” introducing 11:13–14) that the time of prophecy has ended. 
The Day of Yahweh, as foretold in Mal 3:23–24 (ET 4:5–6) along with the send-
ing of Elijah in the person of John, is at hand. The paradoxical character of that 
Day and of the reign of God, however, requires the response of faith. With an 
invitation that parallels his final word to John himself in 11:6, Jesus, who is per-
forming God’s new saving deeds in the world, calls out to the crowds to accept 
the paradox and believe: “let the one who has ears hear” (11:15).

Jesus’ teaching begins to engage the crowds who have been following him 
by setting before them a thrice-repeated question (11:7–9): What did you go 
out into the desert to see? The Messiah offers three possible answers, none of 
which is satisfactory. Was John merely “a reed that was being shaken by wind” 
(11:7), that is, fickle, accommodating, or weak in his ministry?18 No, John 
stood strong against all winds: he was willing to proclaim God’s words against 
the Pharisees and Sadducees (Mt 3:7–10) and even to risk the anger of Herod 
Antipas because of his preaching and was imprisoned as a result (4:12; 14:3)! 
The second hypothetical answer Christ supplies is likely intended as sarcasm 
or irony. Was John a man dressed in the soft clothing of a wealthy person? No, 
such people live in the houses of kings, while John is languishing in a king’s 
prison. What, then, did the people see when they went out to John? Was he a 
prophet? In a way, yes. Even to acknowledge John as Yahweh’s prophet, how-
ever, is to come short of grasping the significance of John, his ministry, and 
the times that have come upon Israel and the world. For John is someone even 
greater than a prophet!

John brings into history the promise found in Mal 3:1: “look, I am sending 
my messenger before your face, who will prepare your way before you” (Mt 
11:10).19 If there is a theological connection between Ex 23:20 and Mt 11:10, it 
would be this: Ex 23:20 promises that Yahweh’s messenger (MT: J~a;l]m'; LXX 
a[ggelo") will guard the Israelites during the journey (through the wilderness 
and the Jordan River) and bring them into the promised land. John the Baptist 
was the messenger who prepared the way for Jesus, who enters the land via the 
water of his Baptism in the Jordan River (3:13–17). In light of Matthew’s earlier 

18 Similar metaphorical interpretations of the “reed … shaken” are offered by Chrysostom, 
Homilies on Matthew, 37.1 (NPNF1 10:243), and Carson, Matthew, 263. Some OT passages 
refer to reeds metaphorically or in similes. A hypocrite may adopt an outward posture of 
worship by bending his head like a reed (Is 58:5). Sinful Israel is like a reed plant growing in 
the water that will be bent or shaken by the torrent of divine judgment (1 Ki 14:15), and for 
Israel to rely on Egypt instead of God is to lean upon a flimsy reed staff that will break (2 Ki 
18:21 || Is 36:6; Ezek 29:6). Yet the Servant of the Lord will not break a spiritually weak per-
son who is a “crushed reed” (Is 42:3).

 Other interpreters see no metaphor in Jesus’ words and take them to refer to a literal reed 
(e.g., Nolland, Matthew, 454–55). Garland, Reading Matthew, 128, notes that the image of a 
reed appeared on coins produced by Antipas. He suggests: “It is likely that these two images, 
a shaking reed and an elegantly clothed dandy … are pointed barbs aimed at Herod Antipas.”

19 Jesus’ citation in 11:10 is formally a conflation of LXX Ex 23:20 and Mal 3:1, with some sig-
nificant variations from the latter text. See the textual note on Mt 11:10.
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typological proclamation of Jesus as Israel reduced to one, who personally reca-
pitulates the history of Israel’s redemption but without sin in order to fulfill the 
entirety of OT salvation history and prophecy (“out of Egypt I called my son,” 
2:15, quoting Hos 11:1), the evangelist may intend any Ex 23:20 connections 
here to support the truth that Jesus sums up in himself the Israel of God.20

This answers the question “Who is John, and what is the significance 
of his ministry?” John is the forerunner, the preparer, the one who heralds 
the new thing that God had promised through Malachi and the other proph-
ets. The prophecy of Mal 3:1 promises that the way of Yahweh, Israel’s God, 
would be prepared by this messenger. We should not miss the Christological 
implications when Jesus’ citation of Scripture here changes “a way before my 
[God’s, Yahweh’s] face” (Mal 3:1a) to “your way before your [Jesus’] face” 
(Mt 11:10).21 The prophecy about the preparation of the way for God, who will 
come to renew and refine Israel, is being fulfilled in Jesus, who is “the Coming 
One” (Mt 11:3) and who is “God is with us” (1:23). This affirms the divinity 
of Jesus, who is the Son of God (as confessed in 14:33; 27:54), God in human 
flesh, the second person of the Trinity.

Neither should we miss the eschatological implications of the citation: the 
Day of Yahweh22 has drawn near at the time of John’s ministry as the messen-
ger who prepares for Jesus.23 Both John and Jesus have proclaimed, “The reign 
of heaven stands near!” (3:2; 4:17).24 John is more than a prophet; he himself 

20 Such a connection would be subtle and would appeal not simply to the near context, but to 
more distant passages in the Gospel that identify Jesus with Israel (e.g., Mt 2:6, 15, 20–21; 
10:6; 15:24, 31; 19:28; 27:42). It seems unlikely, however, that Matthew intends for his hear-
ers to find significant meaning from any allusion to Ex 23:20. The wording of Ex 23:20 
(“look, I am sending a messenger before you”) adds nothing of significance to the citation 
here. The wording of Mal 3:1 alone (“look, I am sending my messenger”) suffices to express 
the OT message that Jesus invokes here. Most obviously, in Mt 11:14 Jesus makes a strong 
and explicit connection with Mal 3:23–24 (ET 4:5–6), indicating that Mt 11:10 is essentially 
a citation of Mal 3:1.

21 See the textual note on 11:10. The prophecy continues in Mal 3:1b with a description of the 
Coming One, whose way the messenger has prepared: “and suddenly he will come to his tem-
ple—the Lord [˜/d§a;h̋;], whom you are seeking.” Even though the divine name does not occur 
in MT Mal 3:3, the fact that it is “the Lord” who comes to “his temple,” and the parallelism 
between “the Lord, whom you are seeking” in Mal 3:1 and Mal 2:17, where the people cry 
out, “Where is the God of justice?” (fP…âv]Mih̋' yh́àløa‘ hYE¡a'), establish that the messenger in Mal 
3:1 is preparing the way of Israel’s God. Therefore the promised advent of God is fulfilled by 
the advent of Jesus in Mt 11:10.

22 “The Day of Yahweh” is in Mal 3:23 (ET 4:5), and references to this “day” are also in Mal 
3:2, 17; 3:19, 21 (ET 4:1, 3). For a discussion of the prophetic theme of “the Day of Yahweh,” 
see Lessing, Amos, 353–59, commenting on Amos 5:18–20, and Hummel, Ezekiel 21–48, 
899–900, commenting on Ezek 30:2–3.

23 Scholars debate whether the literature of Second Temple Judaism specifically associates the 
coming of “Elijah” with the arrival of “Messiah.” See Öhler, “The Expectation of Elijah,” 
for a negative view, and D. L. Bock, “Elijah and Elisha,” DJG, 203–5, for a nuanced positive 
proposal.

24 For the eschatological meaning of “the reign of heaven,” see “The Reign of Heaven/God in 
Jesus” in “Matthew’s Intention” in the introduction, and the commentary on 3:2 and 4:17.
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was the subject of end-time prophecy. Therefore his ministry signifies that 
the decisive moment in the history of salvation—indeed, in the history of the 
world—has begun.

To underscore and teach further, Jesus adds his “amen” (ajmhvn) statement: 
“truly I say to you” (11:11). Here Jesus emphasizes that John has brought the 
time of prophecy to an end; the Baptizer has, so to speak, one foot in the old era 
even as it concludes. From the point of view of God’s people who still lived by 
the promises in the old covenant, John the Baptist is the greatest man ever born 
of a woman. But the new deed of salvation, now that God has begun to reign in 
Jesus, is so wondrous that even the least person who by faith now comes under 
that reign of blessing can be regarded as greater than John!25

Jesus here is not criticizing John, nor is he excluding him from the reign of 
God either in the present or the future. Rather, he is proclaiming that God’s reign 
now spreading in Israel offers the salvation and hope that Israel and all people 
yearn for26 and need.27 There is no greater identity than to belong to the king-
dom under the blessing of the King now that God has come to reign graciously 
in the world in the person of Jesus. Jesus’ words are as true today as when he 
first spoke them. Even the newest, most timid believing disciple is greater than 
John—not because of anything in himself, but because the forgiveness and 
power and new life of the reign of God have come to and encompassed him.28

As Jesus’ teaching about the Baptist continues in 11:12, the flexible little 
word dev actually indicates a dramatic contrast with the prior verse: “but …”29 If 
11:11 places John with one foot in the time of prophecy as yet unfulfilled, Jesus 
now in 11:12 locates the other foot of John in the era of end-time fulfillment 

25 Jesus here affirms that those who believe in him receive the blessings of the reign of heaven 
already now during their earthly lives; he is not only speaking about the blessedness of believ-
ers in the future life to come (contra Yamasaki, John the Baptist, 113–14). The whole punch 
of 11:11 depends on the change in salvation history that has happened with the pivotal fig-
ure of John the Baptist. The “least in the reign of heaven” refers to any disciple of Jesus. It 
does not refer to Jesus himself, as Chrysostom thought (Homilies on Matthew, 37.3 [NPNF1 
10:244–45]).

26 See the participial phrases µyvi%q]b'm] µT≤¢a'Arv,a}, “whom you are seeking,” and µ~yxipej} µT≤¶a'Arv,a}, 
“whom you desire” or “in whom you delight,” in Mal 3:1.

27 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:251, observe astutely:

[Mt] 11.7–11a heaps praise upon John the Baptist, making him indeed the greatest 
among those born of women—and then v. 11b turns around and makes John less than 
the least. In this way John’s greatness, which is no longer the subject, becomes a foil 
for the surpassing greatness of the kingdom.

28 Theodore of Mopsuestia links the greatness of “one who is least” (11:11) to the gift of the 
Holy Spirit poured out after the completion of Jesus’ earthly ministry (Simonetti, Matthew, 
1:222, citing Theodore of Mopsuestia, Fragment 59). On Pentecost the apostle Peter urged all 
people to be baptized into Christ for the forgiveness of sins, declaring that they would receive 
the gift of the Holy Spirit and the entire promise of God (Acts 2:38–39). Similarly, the apos-
tle Paul declares that baptized Christians (Rom 6:1–4) have received “the Spirit of sonship” 
that enables them to call upon God as their Father (Rom 8:15; cf. all of Romans 8 and 9:4).

29 For a description of the history of the interpretation of this verse, see the excursus “The History 
of the Interpretation of Matthew 11:12” following this pericope.
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when God’s reign is active on the earth.30 How shocking it must have been, then, 
for Jesus to say what he now pronounces about God’s ruling deeds. In some 
incomprehensible fashion, God’s eschatological reign can be resisted; in truth, 
evil men can make God’s deeds to be of no effect, at least in some sense (11:12):

But from the days of John the Baptist until now, the reign of heaven is being 
violently attacked, and violent men are trying to snatch it away.31

To be sure, God’s ultimate purposes in Jesus will prevail. But Jesus now 
reveals that in him, God is reigning in a hidden, lowly, resistible fashion. John, 
the forerunner of the reign and of him in whom God is reigning, is the prime 
example. Herod Antipas, that violent man, has arrested John, and soon John 
will be executed.32 As the unfolding narrative of Matthew’s Gospel now will 
begin to emphasize, Jesus himself will increasingly meet with opposition and 
unbelief, calling forth his condemnation of the places to which he has gone but 
where no repentance and faith in him have resulted from his gracious minis-
try (11:16–24).33 Soon Matthew will narrate that the Pharisees who opposed 
Jesus in Galilee have determined to destroy him (12:14). And on one obvious 
level, the desires of Israel’s religious leaders to eliminate Jesus will come to 
fruition, in league with the power of Rome. Jesus will die the shameful death 
of crucifixion.34

Is it anything new that God’s prophets and messengers would be opposed, 
persecuted, even killed? No, of course not (see 5:12; 23:29–37; cf. 26:52–56). 
John, however, is no mere prophetic messenger. He is the one who fulfills Mal 
3:1! Moreover, the times in which John (and Jesus) are ministering are no ordi-
nary times; they are the days in which the time of OT prophecy has come to an 
end, as Jesus now explains (gavr) in 11:13–14. John stands astride the ages, in 
a sense. The OT’s prophetic voice rang out until the arrival of John and Jesus. 
Now the new times of fulfillment have begun, and God’s royal rule is being 
reestablished in Israel and in the world. Jesus’ proclamation of good news to 
the poor and miracles of creation-restoration mean that God is reigning in a 

30 The phrase “from the days of John the Baptist until now” (11:12) includes John in the pres-
ent time. For similar constructions in Matthew that are also inclusive, see 4:17; 9:22; 13:35; 
15:28; 16:21; 19:4, 8; 20:8; 22:46; 23:39; 24:21; 26:29, 64; 27:45 (Yamasaki, John the Baptist, 
117; Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:253).

31 For a defense of this translation, see the textual note on 11:12. For an overview of the his-
tory of the interpretation of this verse, see the excursus “The History of the Interpretation of 
Matthew 11:12” following this pericope.

32 Schlatter, Matthäus, 368, names Herod as a violent man “who is setting his kingly might 
against the lordship of God” (der seine königliche Macht der Herrschaft Gottes entgegensetzt).

33 For a description of the larger movements of the narrative, see “Themes in Matthew 
11:2–16:20” before the commentary on chapter 11.

34 See Matthew 27. Yet this shameful death was not the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry. The narra-
tive of Matthew will conclude with the glorious bodily resurrection of Jesus and his appearance 
and Great Commission to his disciples (28:16–20).
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new way. Most importantly, Jesus himself is “God is with us” (1:23), the end-
time Anointed Deliverer and Savior.35

Yet Jesus must now refer to John in this way: “And if you are willing to 
receive [it], he himself is Elijah, who is going to come. Let the one who has ears 
hear” (11:14–15). Why does the Lord say, “If you are willing to receive [it]” and 
“Let the one who has ears hear”? He says it because in his wisdom, God has 
come to reign in a way that will not look right to normal human perception. Is 
there power in the reign of God in Jesus? Yes—but it is power for those in need 
who repent and believe, and not power to overthrow violent men. They will be 
overthrown, but not yet. Is there glory in the reign of God in Jesus? Yes—but it 
is a glory that will be shown most importantly in what appears to be shame and 
defeat, for John himself, and more importantly, for Jesus on the cross.

To be sure, Jesus will rise from death to immortal and everlasting life with 
utter glory. Will that glory of King Jesus be seen throughout all creation? Yes, 
but not yet (cf. Rom 8:11–25). I have a colleague who has proposed that one of 
the most important theological observations one can make about the world and 
the times in which we are still living is the statement “this doesn’t look right.”36 
John languishes in prison, and opposition to Jesus’ own ministry is on the rise. 
“The reign of heaven is being violently attacked, and violent men are trying to 
snatch it away” (11:12).

All of this is in service to God’s purpose of course. God will use the plotting 
of violent men, though they know it not, to accomplish his salvation; this sal-
vific irony is at the heart of the Matthean Passion Narrative.37 Human beings are 
subjects of their Creator. They cannot ultimately prevent the King from reign-
ing and ruling. From our limited perspective, however, it may look as though 
they can—at least for a while—and the royal deeds of God will often be hidden 
from the eyes of Jesus’ disciples, both then and now. Suffering for the sake of 
devotion to Christ, self-denial, patient endurance out of love for another—these 
are the truly glorious things with eternal worth. Simple words of absolution, 
spoken by a pastor who has been appointed to speak them, and ordinary ele-
ments (baptismal water and the bread and wine of the Supper) that are attached 
to God’s specific promises of forgiveness and life—there God is always reign-
ing. Blessed are those who mourn, for one day, they will be comforted (5:4).

Let the one who has ears hear!

35 “Jesus” means “Yahweh saves,” and the angel explained that Jesus was given this name 
because “he himself will save his people from their sins.” See the commentary on 1:21.

36 Dr. Joel Okamoto is a colleague who teaches in the Department of Systematic Theology at 
Concordia Seminary. He has informally proposed that three brief sentences can capture much 
that is at the heart of Lutheran and biblical theology: (1) “God is God.” (2) “You are not.” (3) 
“This doesn’t look right.”

37 For a full study of how irony functions in the Passion Narrative, see Cho, “Beyond Appearance: 
Irony and the Death of Jesus in the Matthean Passion Narrative (26:1–27:66).”
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