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I N T H E MI DDLE OF M AT T H EW
At the beginning of this course, we suggested a threefold outline of 
Matthew:

Part One – Jesus Presented – 1:1–4:16

Part Two – Ministry and Opposition in Israel – 4:17–16:20

Part Three – The Road to the Cross, the Resurrection and the Great 
Commission – 16:21–28:20

We have come to the “middle of the middle” of the outline. In Lessons 
5–9 we took a long look at Jesus’ ministry with authority, His preaching 
and miracles, and His commissioning of others to share in that ministry.

Now Matthew shows us the growing opposition to His ministry. Some, 
including John the Baptist, are confused about Him. Others, especially 
the religious leaders, are openly hostile. Both reactions revolve around 
the question of His IDENTITY. What shall we make of Him? Who is this 
man who casts out demons, flouts Sabbath customs, and calms a storm? 
Are you with Him or against Him?

MESSENGER S FROM J OH N 
Matthew 11:1–15
In this section, it is John the Baptist himself who first raises the question 
of Jesus’ identity. John is imprisoned at Machaerus, east of the Dead 
Sea (says historian Josephus). He sends his own disciples to Jesus 

Are you with Him or against Him?
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with a question: “Are you he who is to come?” 
The Old Testament was full of promises of God’s 
own coming (cf. Is. 35:4, Hos. 6:2–3, Zech.14:5), 
and John himself had announced that coming 
(3:11), but now he is experiencing doubt, probably 
because of his imprisonment, which may have 
lasted a year already. G. R. Beasley-Murray frames 
John’s doubt this way:

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 he allow the prophet of 
God’s righteous wrath against sin to rot in 
Herod’s jail without a word of protest?

“Are you he who is to come?” Jesus’ answer is 
a resounding “yes” to John’s question. For the 
messengers and for other listeners standing near 
He recites a list of what they all have heard and 
seen: the blind see again, the lame walk, lepers are 
cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised to life, 
and the poor have good news preached to them (v. 
5). No ordinary deeds are these! They are, in fact, 
the “Isaiah signs” heralding the great “Day of the 
Lord” as listed in Is. 29:18–19; 35:5–6, and 61:1, 
an explicitly messianic passage which Jesus used 
as His inaugural sermon in Nazareth (Luke 4:16–
20). Nevertheless, though the reign of God has 
broken into history, the power of evil men remains 
strong, and the time for its overthrowing is not yet. 
Meanwhile He counsels, “Blessed is the one who is 
not offended by me” (v. 6). The messengers return 
to John.

John had borne witness to Jesus. Jesus now bears 
witness to John. “What did you go out to see?” He 
is certainly not a “reed shaken by the wind” (v. 7), 
a fickle person, tossed by public opinion. A man 
in “soft clothing” (v. 8)? The reference to “king’s 
houses” may be a sly cut at the man keeping John 
in prison (Carson)! No again. “A prophet” such as 
the Jews had not heard for centuries (v. 9)? You’re 
getting warmer, for he is “more than a prophet.” 
He alone of all the prophets was the “messenger” 

of Mal. 3:1 who would “prepare the way” for God 
Himself. If Israel can understand who JOHN is, they 
will also know the identity of JESUS as “God with 
us” (1:23), “the Lord” who “will suddenly come to 
his temple.” John is, in truth, the “Elijah who is 
to come” (Mal. 4:5–6), who prepares the way by 
“turning hearts.”

As great as John is, even the “least in the kingdom 
of heaven is greater than he” (v. 11). For John 
belonged to the Old Covenant. But the least saint in 
the New is “greater” because he sees and knows 
the Christ clearly and makes witness to Him.

Making that witness is the true greatness of even 
the lowliest disciple.

The decisive moment in the history of the world 
has begun. The time of prophecy has come to 
an end. The King has arrived in enemy-occupied 
territory. But for now God is ruling “in a hidden, 
lowly, resistible fashion” (Gibbs). The King’s arrival 
is provoking serious resistance as described in v. 
12: “the kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, 
and the violent take it by force” (ESV translation 
preferable to NIV here). We will watch the 
opposition and the violence grow.

JESUS WA R NS “T H IS GEN ER AT ION ” 
Matthew 11:16–24
Jesus employs a picture to describe that 
opposition. The people of Galilee are like petulant 
children complaining about God’s messengers. 
He pictures them playing imaginary wedding and 
funeral games. “We played the flute for you, and 
you did not dance; we sang a dirge and you did 
not mourn,” the children whine in sing-song (v. 
17). But John won’t dance to their tune. His call to 
repent is too grim! And Jesus won’t sing a dirge 
with them. His healings and kindness to sinners 
are too jolly! They are two messengers from God 
with contrasting styles, and the fickle Galileans 
reject them both. That’s “this [childish] generation” 
for you!
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It’s a sobering reminder for us who sometimes wish we had lived in Jesus’ day that even those who 
did largely rejected Him. It appears there had been widespread indifference to His miracles and 
teaching. The frequent referrals Jesus makes to “this generation,” His contemporaries, are almost 
all negative (12:41–42, 45; 16:4; 17:17; 23:36). Some of His strongest denunciation is spoken 
against His stubborn Galilean neighbors. “Woe to you, Chorazin! . . . Bethsaida!” (v. 21). These nice 
little towns are worse than Tyre and Sidon, whom the prophets had denounced for their idolatry (Is. 
23, Ezek. 26–28, Joel 3:4 etc.). “And you, Capernaum . . . will be brought down to Hades” (v. 23). 
His own “homies” are worse than the people of wicked Sodom. Why such strong language? These 
Galilean towns had been given front row seats to His “mighty works,” and still they said “No!”

JESUS’ I N V I TAT ION A N D PROMISE 
Matthew 11:25–30
Astonishingly, Jesus’ response to such rejection is to “praise God anyway.” For not all have said 
“no” to the rightful King. While the “wise and understanding” sophisticates don’t have a clue, the 
simple, lowly folks (the “little children”) get it.

Though John’s life and Jesus’ ministry are going rather badly, God is still at work. For His own 
reasons, He hides the truth from those who think they know it all and reveals the truth to those 
who humbly confess their helplessness. Paul makes a similar observation about the vastly different 
responses of the “wise” and the “foolish” hearers of his preaching (1 Cor. 1:18–31). God rejects all 
human pride and self-sufficiency. This Good News, Jesus makes clear, is for the poor in spirit (5:3).

But God must take the initiative in bringing people to faith. “No one knows the Father except 
the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (v. 27). Lest anyone think the Son 
wants only SOME to be saved, there comes a universal invitation: “Come to me, all who labor and 
are heavy-laden, and I will give you rest” (v. 28). This invitation to “rest,” which appears only in 
Matthew’s Gospel, is for ALL those struggling under sin’s oppressive burden. This invitation is 
followed by another: “Take my yoke upon you” (v. 29).

How do taking a yoke and finding rest fit together? They sound like opposites. As all farmers do, 
Jews employed yokes to pair draft animals in their work. But there were also shoulder yokes 
for people, yokes that made it easier to carry or pull a load (R. T. France). But “yoke” is used 
metaphorically here.

There is no discipleship without some task, some duty. But what is that duty? The “yoke” of which 
Jesus speaks is contrasted to the far heavier burden of sin and the “yoke of the Torah” of which 
Jews often spoke — the study of and obedience to the Law of Moses. The essence of Jesus’ yoke 
is not another kind of work, but the discovery of Jesus Himself! We are here invited to “learn” from 
Him His gentleness toward sinners that brings “rest for your souls.”
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LOR D OF T H E SA B B AT H 
Matthew 12:1–14
A seemingly minor incident provoked criticism 
by the Pharisees. As Jesus and disciples walked 
through a field, the hungry disciples had plucked 
grain with their hands. Such snacking on a 
neighbor’s grain was allowed by the Law (Deut. 
23:25). The objection from the Pharisees was 
not that it was stealing, but that it was WORK, 
which made it unlawful on the Sabbath. To be 
sure, the Law prohibited work on this day of rest, 
such as lighting a fire (Ex. 35:3), gathering sticks 
(Num. 15:32–36), and carrying on commercial 
activities (Jer. 17:19–27). But in order to put 
a “fence” around the Law, the scribes and 
Pharisees had developed an elaborate code 
of their own prohibiting 39 kinds of work on 
Sabbath, including reaping grain, riding an animal 
or making a “Sabbath day’s journey” of more than 
1,000 steps. From their perspective the disciples 
had “reaped” standing grain, and that was work!

Jesus responded by citing two examples from 
the Law itself. “Have you not read what David did 
when he was hungry, and those who were with 
him, how he . . . ate the bread of the Presence, 
which it was not lawful for him to eat?” (vv. 3–4, 
see 1 Sam. 21:1–9). “Or have you not read in 
the Law how on the Sabbath the priests in the 
temple profane the Sabbath and are guiltless?” 
(v. 5). Priests made a double burnt offering on the 
Sabbath (Num.28:9). Now for a second time Jesus 
cites “I desire mercy and not sacrifice” (Hos. 6:6, 
see Matt. 9:13). The principle in all this? Human 
need takes precedence over ceremonial law!

The issue is not what one can or cannot do on 
the Sabbath, but WHO JESUS IS. His claim could 
hardly have been more shocking or scandalous 
to His listeners: “I tell you, something greater 
than the temple is here” (v. 6). For the Jews, 
the temple was the site of God’s gracious 

presence among His people (cf. Is. 6:1). But 
Matthew has made it clear that Jesus Himself is 
Emmanuel, “God with us” (1:23)! As He fulfills 
all righteousness (3:15), He is greater than the 
temple. And since He Himself will “give you rest” 
(11:28), He is “Lord of the Sabbath,” that day 
of rest (v. 8). The Sabbath was, Paul would later 
write, only a “shadow” of what Jesus brought 
(Col. 2:16–17).

As Lord of the Sabbath, Jesus now enacted the 
mercy He urged the Pharisees to learn. Entering 
a synagogue, He met a man with a withered 
hand. The Pharisees “take this opportunity to 
push the envelope” (Gibbs) and force Jesus to 
violate their Sabbath code. “Is it lawful to heal 
on the Sabbath?” (v. 10). Scholars believe that 
“emergency” healing to save a life would have 
been permitted, but “elective” procedures like 
restoring a withered hand would not. In reply 
Jesus asked whether any of them would rescue 
his sheep if it fell into a pit on the Sabbath. It’s 
a rhetorical question — of course they would! 
Arguing from the lesser to the greater, He then 
added, “Of how much more value is a man than a 
sheep! So it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath” 
(v. 12), whereupon He healed the man. On this 
day, the Lord of the Sabbath gave rest and 
restoration to a man who needed it.

The unit closes on a dark note. The Pharisees 
“conspired against him, how to destroy him” 
(v. 14). His opponents are hardening against 
His fundamental claim to be Israel’s Messiah. It 
prompted Jesus to withdraw from there so that He 
might continue His healing ministry. This is now 
the second time (see 4:12) that He has done so. 
It was not because He was afraid of confrontation 
(His interaction with the Pharisees is highly 
confrontational!) but because “the right time for 
him to die has not yet come” (Maarten Menken).
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T H E SE RVA N T B R I NGS JUST ICE 
Matthew 12:15–21
Jesus’ deliberate withdrawal to continue ministry 
while warning the crowds to keep silence about 
Him (cf. 8:4), Matthew asserts, actually fulfilled 
prophecy. The seventh fulfillment, the longest of 
the ten Matthew records, comes in vv. 18–21. 
It cites Isaiah 42:1–4, the first of the “Servant 
Songs” the prophet uttered: “Behold, my servant 
whom I have chosen, my beloved with whom my 
soul is well pleased. I will put my Spirit upon 
him . . . He will not quarrel or cry aloud . . . until 
he brings justice to victory” The passage recalls 
His baptism, when the voice of God declared Him 
“beloved . . .with whom I am well pleased” (3:17).

As God’s beloved Son, His quiet ministry is first 
of all to bring “justice,” to put things right in the 
world, to heal and restore “bruised reeds and 
smoldering wicks” (v. 20), the broken people He 
meets and helps. Not just Jewish people! Twice 
this passage mentions “the Gentiles” as recipients 
of his “justice” (vv. 18, 21). When the right time 
comes, Jesus the Servant will finally “bring justice 
to victory” by Himself becoming the reed that is 
broken and the wick utterly extinguished in His 
own death and resurrection. The Church, which 
“rightly proclaims forgiveness through the cross 
and resurrection, needs to remember that His 
mission included restoring the creation to God’s 
original design” (Gibbs). Along with preaching 
the Gospel and administering the sacraments, 
the Church shares His compassionate ministry of 
“doing good” to the sick and the suffering, and to 
all others (Gal. 6:10).

W I T H H I M OR AG A I NST H I M ? 
Matthew 12:22–37
A final incident in this chapter highlights the 
confusion and opposition that surrounds Jesus. He 
heals a “demon-oppressed man” (v. 22), restoring 
his speech and sight. The crowd remains unsure 

who Jesus is: “Can this be the Son of David?” 
(v. 23). The Greek construction of their question 
expects a negative response but allows for a “yes” 
(Mounce). The Pharisees, on the other hand, reject 
Him outright: “It is only by Beelzebul . . . that this 
man casts out demons” (v. 24).

The Pharisees did NOT deny that Jesus cast 
out demons. Instead, they attributed His power 
to Satan. One can hardly imagine a harsher 
rejection! According to Jesus, however, their 
charge violated common sense. “If Satan casts 
out Satan . . . How . . . will his kingdom stand?” 
(v. 26). He’s finished! Further, what will they make 
of exorcisms by fellow Jews, which were well-
known in the first century (see Acts 19:13–20). 
They too are hereby condemned. The only 
sensible conclusion is that Jesus was manifesting 
the working of the Holy Spirit. They were speaking 
against Him!

Jews believed Satan would be “bound” in the 
end time. Jesus pressed home His point with 
a parable: plundering a strong man’s house 
requires that you “bind him” first (v. 29). Jesus 
is the plunderer. Satan is the “strong man.” The 
“goods” are all those demon-possessed that 
Jesus was taking from Satan’s control. “You can 
see,” Jesus says, “that Satan is bound. The end-
time is upon you!”

Jesus now renders His judgment against His 
opponents: “Blasphemy against the Spirit will 
not be forgiven.” (v. 31). This troubling passage 
of the “sin against the Holy Spirit” has led 
some Christians to wonder if there could be no 
forgiveness for them.

We must keep in mind the promise in 31a: “every 
sin and blasphemy will be forgiven people.” Christ 
is ready to forgive any insult against Himself. 
Peter’s denial and restoration (John 18:25–27; 
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21:15–17) is a good example. Second, remember 
that Jesus is here addressing not Christians who 
might fall away, but enemies who have dug in 
their heels against Him. Saint Augustine wrote 
what the Church still understands this passage 
to mean: the sin against the Spirit that cannot 
be forgiven is “the persevering hardness of an 
impenitent heart”: unbelief that PERSISTS. If 
you’re worried about it, you haven’t committed it!

Jesus explains the importance of true and false 
confessions about Him with a picture. Words are 
important because they reveal the heart, even 
as a tree’s fruit reveals its inner condition. One’s 
words about Jesus will result either in acquittal or 
condemnation at the judgment (10:32–33). To put 
it simply, the forgiveness of sins is to be found in 
Christ alone. For those who reject him “there is no 
forgiveness, ever” (Gibbs). Those who oppose Him 
have had their warning.

FI NA L WA R N I NG A N D I N V I TAT ION 
Matthew 12:38–50
Matthew describes one more confrontation. 
Some scribes and Pharisees demand “a sign” 
(v. 38), perhaps like those Moses performed 
before Pharaoh (Ex. 4:1–9). Even now, after 
all the healings and exorcisms He has done? 
Jesus refuses, almost: “An evil and adulterous 
generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be 
given . . . except the sign of the prophet Jonah” 
(v. 39). His mention of “three days and three 
nights” should not be pressed to mean 72 hours, 
for elsewhere He asserts that He will rise “on” 
the third day (16:21; 17:23; 20:19) which means 
something less. The real miracle, not stated 
explicitly here, is that both Jonah and Jesus 

emerge from that three-day stay! The sign of 
Jonah is nothing less than Jesus’ resurrection.

He now turns His “sign” into one more warning. 
Jonah’s audience in Nineveh “repented at the 
preaching of Jonah, and behold, something 
greater than Jonah is here” (v. 41). He adds 
still another: “the queen of the South . . . came 
from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom 
of Solomon, and behold, something greater than 
Solomon is here” (v. 42). The Ninevites repented. 
Why don’t you? The queen of the South listened. 
Why don’t you? At the coming judgment, they 
will rise up to condemn you. He adds, in effect, 
“Even living a ‘clean’ life, if it remains empty of 
my message and faith in it, will simply provide a 
vacancy for something worse to come and dwell 
there” (vv. 43–45). So be warned!

As the chapter ends, the focus turns from the 
opponents to the crowds who watch it all. Jesus 
is speaking to them as His family draws near. 
“Your mother and brothers are here,” someone 
informs Him. “Who is my mother, and who are 
my brothers?” He replies (v. 48). Still at the fore 
is Jesus’ identity and the urgency of a right 
response to Him. So He points to His disciples: 
“Here are my mother and my brothers!” (v. 49). A 
faithful response to Jesus Christ trumps all other 
relationships, even that of one’s biological family.

The Lord of the Sabbath, who is greater than the 
temple, greater than Jonah and Solomon, and 
greater than any other human bond, invites the 
crowds (and us) into His new and eternal family. 
When people look at your life, can they tell you 
belong to Him?

When people look at your life, can they tell you belong to Him?
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus Christ, open my ears and heart as I study the parables You used. Make me “good 
soil” that will produce a bountiful harvest for You. For Your Kingdom’s sake. Amen.

For Review
1. According to Jesus, what is the purpose of the Sabbath?

2. How would you summarize the way Jesus answers his opponents in this lesson? What kind of arguments 
does He employ?

Matthew 13:1–23
3. List the four soils and what situation each represents.

4. Which image best describes the biggest challenge to your own fruitful listening: a) the birds? B) the rocks? 
C) the thorns?

5. Jesus explains His purpose in telling parables (vv. 10–17). Would you say it is more to REVEAL “the secrets 
of the kingdom” or to CONCEAL them? Explain.

6. How does Jesus’ challenge in v. 9 help explain vv. 11–12?

7. Jesus uses images (often agricultural) from His world. What images might we employ today as parables for 
contemporary city dwellers?

Matthew 13:24–43
8. What words are used to introduce the remaining six parables in this chapter?

9. How would you summarize the lesson in the Parable of the Weeds? What does it teach us about the 
Church’s “purity”?

10. The Mustard Seed Parable bears similarities to Dan. 4:20–22. What does the tree in the king’s dream 
represent? What does the mustard plant here represent?

M A T T H E W  1 3 : 1 – 5 8

MichaeL KaSting 77

10



Matthew 13:44–50
11. According to verse 36, where does Jesus go? Who is the audience for the last three parables?

12. What are the similarities between the first two of these (The Treasure and The Pearl)? Where is Christ in 
each?

13. Both the treasure and the pearl are things of great VALUE. How do you let people know the value of Jesus 
to you?

14. Do you regard yourself as greatly valuable to God? If so, what convinces you that is so?

15. What similarity do you see between the Parable of the Net (vv. 47–50) and the Parable of the Weeds (vv. 
24–29, 36–43)? How are both encouraging to the disciple?

Matthew 13:51–58
16. Of the parables in this chapter, which is most helpful to you personally? Which is the most unclear?

17. Why do Jesus’ “home folks” take offense at Him? Where in your churchly experience does “familiarity 
breed contempt”:

 a) the pastor’s message? b) Bible class? c) Holy Communion? d) fellow members?

MEMORY ASSIGNMENT
Be able to tell and explain the Parable of the Sower in your own words.
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