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A T I ME OF U NCERTA I N T Y A N D R ESISTA NCE
Matthew 14 opens with, “At that time” (v. 1). As Jesus’ ministry 
continues in Galilee, what is that time like? Opposition to Jesus and 
His message is escalating. The cities of Galilee have complained 
like petulant children about both John and Jesus (11:16–19). Local 
Pharisees have reacted to Jesus’ claim to be “Lord of the Sabbath” 
and “greater than the temple,” and decided to get rid of Him (12:1–
14). When Jesus casts out demons, His power is attributed to Satan, 
prompting Jesus to warn those who revile the Holy Spirit’s work that 
they court damnation (12:15–45). It is a time of uncertainty by many 
and resistance by a small but growing number of opponents.

In response, Jesus has changed His approach. He has begun to teach 
in parables, thereby acknowledging that the crowds remain in the dark 
about His identity and continue misunderstand His message. His stories 
both conceal and reveal the mysteries of God’s reign being carried out 
in unexpected ways (13:1–52). As chapter 14 opens, the resistance 
grows violent.

The heart of the matter is “the 
heart,” the human heart! True 

religion must deal with the nature of 
man, not mere externals.

Matthew
c o m p a s s i o n  a n d  c o n T r o v e r s y
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FE A R FU L H EROD MU R DER S J OH N 
Matthew 14:1–12
“At that time Herod the tetrarch heard about the 
fame of Jesus” (v. 1). Herod the tetrarch, also 
known as Herod Antipas, was a son of Herod the 
Great. Before he died, Herod the Great divided 
his territory into three parts and willed them to 
his sons Archelaus, Philip, and Antipas. Antipas 
became the tetrarch of Galilee and Perea.

Herod Antipas was a debauched man whose love 
life played out like a soap opera. He married 
the daughter of King Aretas (mentioned in 2 Cor. 
11:32), but divorced her and seduced Herodias, 
who was married to Herod Philip, the half brother 
of Antipas. It was a disgusting arrangement, which 
John the Baptist had publicly condemned. Herod’s 
response was to arrest and imprison John.

Wicked but weak, Herod lived in considerable 
fear. As the chapter begins, he is fearful that John 
has been raised to life and returned, armed with 
miraculous powers. Earlier he had feared John’s 
repeated rebukes for his “unlawful” marriage to 
Herodias (Matt. 14:4). He hesitated to execute 
John because he feared the people, who regarded 
John as a prophet. Now, in this flashback scene, 
he proceeds with the execution because he fears 
looking like a fool in front of his guests.

At Herod’s birthday party, Herodias’ daughter 
(named Salome, says historian Josephus) “danced 
before the company and pleased Herod” (v. 6). 
Salome was not a grown woman, as movies have 
pictured her. Matthew identifies her as a “girl” 
(Greek, korasioo), the same word used to designate 
the ruler’s 12-year-old daughter Jesus raised from 
the dead (9:24–25; and note Mark 5:42). Floyd 
Filson supposes that the dance was “immodest 
and provocative” and that Herod and his guests 
were drunk, which, if true, only highlights the 
depravity of this episode.

In a careless moment, Herod made a grandiose 
and foolish promise to give the girl “whatever she 
might ask” (Matt. 14:7). Herodias, who hated John 
because he had rebuked them, put the request 
in Salome’s ear: “Give me the head of John the 
Baptist here on a platter” (v. 8). Trapped by his 
folly and fearful of what his guests would say if he 
declined, he reluctantly consented, and the deed 
was done.

As we read this sorry scene, we might ask why 
God allowed the greatest man ever born (11:11) 
to be murdered as a result of a seductive dance 
by an adolescent, the rash promise of a pathetic 
king, and the hateful conniving of his wife. “These 
questions,” says Gibbs, “cannot be answered in 
a way that satisfies human reason . . . The only 
‘answer’ to be given will be the sign of Jonah 
(12:38–40).” For now, God has chosen to manifest 
His reign to an “evil and adulterous generation” in 
ways that are weak and suffer violence. For now.

FEEDI NG T H E FI V E T HO USA N D 
Matthew 14:13–21
“Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from 
there in a boat to a desolate place by himself” (v. 
13). Jesus was reacting to the report of all this 
from John’s disciples, who told him of John’s 
murder, and very likely informed Him that He was 
now officially on Herod’s radar. Would Jesus suffer 
John’s fate?

Jesus withdrew, possibly needing to pray and 
be emotionally fortified. He wound up on the 
northeast shore of the lake near the town of 
Bethsaida (Luke 9:10). This area was governed 
by the tetrarch, Philip, and would provide some 
immunity from Herod Antipas, but there was no 
escaping the Galilean crowds, who “followed him 
on foot from the towns” (Matt. 14:13) and met 
Him as He disembarked. There was to be no lying 
low—no hiding out in disguise (as Luther did at 
the Wartburg).
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Matthew tells us that Jesus was moved by a 
continuing “compassion” for the crowds (v. 14). 
We are not given many glimpses into Jesus’ 
inner life, but this word, which literally signifies 
that one’s guts are churned, is used five times 
in Matthew (see also 9:36; 15:32; 18:27; 
20:34). The human condition MOVED Him! That 
compassion energized Him to heal their sick for 
long hours that day.

As the afternoon wore away, the disciples 
apprised Him of a new concern. The people 
were hungry; the place was desolate. “Send 
the crowds away to go into the villages and buy 
food” (v. 15), they urged. It was an eminently 
sensible suggestion, but Jesus made a surprising 
response: “They need not go away; you give them 
something to eat” (v. 16). YOU feed them? We 
can almost see their eyebrows lift in puzzlement 
and hear the skepticism in their voices as they 
explain, “We have only five loaves here and two 
fish” (v. 17).

This story is one of the few that all four 
evangelists tell, each supplying different details 
(Mark notes the green grass; Luke locates it 
somewhere near Bethsaida; and John reports that 
the food supplies were from a small boy’s meal). 
Evidently, the story had a profound effect on all 
who heard it. It clearly signified the wondrous 
provision of God.

Feeding a large throng with little available 
resource is a familiar story in the Old Testament. 
In Exodus 16:1–15, the hungry host of Israelites 
is fed with manna, the “bread from heaven” God 
rained on them daily and miraculously. In 2 Kings 
4:42–44, a story with similarities to the feeding 
of the 5,000 here in Matthew occurs. During a 
time of famine, Elisha and one hundred “sons of 
the prophets” were sustained by gifts from local 
supporters. One day a man brought 20 loaves of 
barley bread and some grain. Elisha instructed 

him to feed the throng and promised there would 
be leftovers. There were. In all these stories there 
is an anticipation of that wondrous end-time 
meal God will set before the saved (Is. 25:6; Matt. 
8:11).

Watch God’s bounty unfold there by the lake. 
First, Matthew says that “all ate” (14:20). 
Immediately he adds that they not only ate, but 
that they “were satisfied” (v. 20). What’s more, 
there was so much that “baskets” (v. 20) of 
leftovers were gathered—twelve of them, filled 
full! “Messiah’s supply is so lavish,” observes 
Carson, “that even the scraps of his provision are 
enough to supply the needs of Israel, represented 
by the twelve [baskets].”

Jesus was teaching that God cares for the whole 
person—body and spirit. This story speaks to 
all of us who, at times, simply wish people and 
their problems would go away! He was training 
His disciples to participate in His compassionate 
care and to trust His ability to provide. “You give 
them something to eat!” The directive still echoes 
in our ears. Christians still man soup kitchens 
and food pantries, rebuild homes, and clean up 
storm-devastated neighborhoods. They respond 
in amazing ways to help those stricken and 
sorrowful. In such ways the compassionate care 
of Jesus’ ministry continues also today.

D O U BT A N D DR A M A 
ON L A K E G A LI LEE 
Matthew 14:22–36
The disciples were learning about their Jesus, 
their master. In the feeding of the 5,000, they 
saw that He, like Yahweh in the wilderness, 
could supply His people’s need. They began 
to see themselves as partners in His mission, 
but this remarkable day was to bring another 
lesson. The incident that now unfolds doesn’t just 
happen. Jesus, it appears, deliberately sets up an 
encounter with His disciples to further reveal His 
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identity and invite their faith. The drama unfolds 
on Lake Galilee.

After dismissing the crowd, Jesus sent the 
disciples on: “Immediately he made the disciples 
get into the boat” (v. 22). The Greek verb is very 
strong, says Carson, and might be translated as 
“compelled.” Jesus Himself remained behind 
to pray alone (v. 23), possibly because the 
crowd, so miraculously fed, had wanted to make 
him king forcibly (John 6:15)! It was akin to 
the temptation offered by the devil, who had 
proposed ways to be the Son of God that were 
not God’s intended way.

What now transpires on the lake is a drama in 
three acts. The first act begins as the disciples 
set out in the boat. “When evening came,” Jesus 
was “there alone” (Matt. 14:23). The Greek word 
for “evening” is a flexible word that can refer to 
any time from midafternoon (as with “crowd” in 
v. 15) to after sunset as here. The sky had grown 
dark, the wind had risen, and the disciples were 
laboring in their boat “beaten by the waves” (v. 
24). “In the fourth watch of the night he came to 
them, walking on the sea” (v. 25). Jews divided 
the night into three watches, Romans into four. 
Matthew uses the Roman designation to set the 
scene in the wee hours from 3–6 a.m.

The exhausted disciples struggle on for hours. 
Imagine their utter surprise when they see 
someone walking on the water! They cry out 
in genuine terror, “It is a ghost!” (v. 26). It 
is not windy weather that frightens them; it 
is this phantasm that they do not recognize. 
“Immediately” comes His simple, comforting 
word: “Take heart; it is I. Do not be afraid.” The 
Greek words translated “it is I” are ego eimi, the 
same words used repeatedly in John’s Gospel to 
identify Jesus as Yahweh Himself (“I Am”). Jesus 
signals that He is no ghost in words that echo 

Yahweh’s own speech. The words are a signal, 
says Mounce, that “the living God is present.”

Act two portrays Peter’s involvement. Jesus’ 
word of comfort should be enough for them, but 
it isn’t! Matthew alone records the response of 
Peter: “Lord, if it is you, command me to come 
to you on the water” (v. 28). It the first of three 
stories that show Peter rising to prominence. 
In 16:13–23, Peter makes his great confession 
at Caesarea Philippi. In 17:24–27, Jesus 
discusses the temple tax with him. Here Peter 
speaks up, perhaps for all of them, asking if 
it REALLY is Jesus. Some hear these words as 
the bold request of faith, but it is more likely 
an indication that Peter doubts what he has 
just heard: “If it is you?” Again, Jesus responds 
simply, directly: “Come” (14:29). What will it take 
for Peter to believe that this is Jesus? Will this 
do it?

He steps out of the boat onto the water and 
begins to do just what Jesus did. Jesus walked 
on water and came to them. Now Peter walks 
on water and comes to Him, but he falters: 
“When he saw the wind, he was afraid” (v. 30). 
For a second time, his faith fails and he cries 
out, “Lord, save me” (v. 30). In sharp contrast 
to Peter’s weakness and doubt is Jesus’ patient 
grace. “Immediately” (v. 31) Jesus reached out 
to him and took hold. There comes a gentle 
rebuke: “O you of little faith, why did you 
doubt?” (v. 31).

Act three happens back inside the boat. Jesus 
and Peter climb in and the wind ceases (cf. 
8:26). The disciples, in chorus, “worshiped him, 
saying, ‘Truly you are the Son of God’” (v. 33). 
It is the first time they have worshiped and the 
first time they have used this title, even though 
God has so named him at the Baptism (3:17) 
and the devil has acknowledged Him in the 
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temptations. What began as a shout of fear about a ghost has become a confession 
of faith. That confession, and not the ceasing of the wind, is the real climax of the 
story. Here and elsewhere in Matthew, the issue is always, will people recognize 
who Jesus is and respond appropriately?

This story still speaks to us when we wonder if He will save us when we call on 
Him. What if we fail to believe his promises? What if we too are “little-faithers”? 
What if we sink? The compassion of Jesus, we see clearly, is graciously extended to 
us and to all who, in moments of weakness and fear, cry out, “Lord, save me.”

M A J OR S; NOT MI NOR S ! 
Matthew 15:1–9
Matthew’s narrative moves from compassionate ministry to sharp confrontation. 
Chapter 15 begins with a controversy that sheds light on Jesus’ understanding 
of the Law, a matter of paramount importance to Jews. His opponents are heavy 
hitters who have traveled all the way from Jerusalem to Galilee to criticize the 
disciples for not washing their hands in a ritual way before they eat! The charge 
is that they are ritually unclean. This seemingly minor matter had become a major 
concern in Jewish oral tradition.

To be fair, we must not demonize the Pharisees. The Jews in Old Testament times 
drifted far from God. They regularly broke His Law. The Pharisees were trying to 
restore the holiness of the nation, but there was no actual regulation in the Law 
about ordinary Jews washing in this way. There was only a directive to priests 
in Exodus 30:17–21 requiring them to wash before making food offerings at the 
temple. The Pharisees, it appears, sought to expand that directive to all Jews in 
everyday life.

Jesus replies immediately, almost brutally. He deftly sidesteps their concern 
over the “tradition of the elders” (Matt. 15:2) and relocates the issue at the heart 
of things, “the commandment of God” (v. 3). Instead of settling for a response, 
He counterattacks: “Why do you break the commandment of God for the sake 
of your tradition?” (v. 3). Two sources of authority are in play here, one minor 
(the oral tradition) and one major (the commandments of God). Jesus’ question 
aims at showing them not only that their tradition actually conflicts with the 
commandments of God but leads them into sin!
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His example is the tradition of dedicating 
a portion of one’s money to God (called 
“Corban” in Mark 7:11–13) and not allowing 
it to be used to support one’s needy parents. 
This is no minor matter, but a major one: 
“Honor your father and your mother” (the 
fourth commandment in Ex. 20:12). “So for 
the sake of your tradition, you have made void 
the word of God” (Matt. 15:6). They have lost 
sight of one of the most basic duties enjoined 
on us by God: honor for one’s parents. For the 
first time He hurls the charge that they are 
“hypocrites” and cites Isaiah 29:13 against 
them. Their worship has degenerated into lip 
service, and “commandments of men” have 
become “doctrines” (Matt. 15:8–9). It is a 
stunning indictment.

JESUS T E ACH ES A B O U T 
R E A L DEFI LE MEN T 
Matthew 15:10–20
The controversy is a teachable moment. 
Jesus turns away from the Pharisees and 
calls the people to him. In a simple way, 
He summarizes the difference between the 
Pharisees’ teaching and His own: “It is not 
what goes into the mouth that defiles a 
person, but what comes out of the mouth” 
(v. 11).

The disciples are still reeling from Jesus’ 
rebuke of the Pharisees, and they worry 
that trouble will come from it: “Do you know 
that the Pharisees were offended when they 
heard this saying?” (v. 12). Jesus’ reply to 
the disciples is as severe as His dismissal of 
the Pharisees: “They are blind guides. And if 
the blind lead the blind, both will fall into a 
pit” (v. 14). The Pharisees style themselves as 
“guide[s] to the blind” (see Rom. 2:19) whose 
superior knowledge enlightens the ignorant, 

but they are blind themselves. “Let them 
alone,” Jesus advises (Matt. 15:14).

Speaking for the others, Peter takes 
the discussion a step further: “Explain 
the parable to us” (v. 15). With a hint of 
exasperation that His disciples are so dull 
that they still don’t understand, Jesus 
returns to his summary statement in v. 11: 
“It is not what goes into the mouth . . . but 
what comes out of the mouth; this defiles a 
person.” We can imagine the disciples staring 
openmouthed, waiting.

The Pharisees have it backwards, Jesus 
explains. Their focus on unclean foods and 
unclean hands misses the real point of the 
Law. The heart of the matter is the heart—
the human heart! True religion must deal with 
the nature of man, not mere externals. The 
issue is not what you are eating, but where 
your heart is. What really matters to you? 
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus focuses 
on the state of the human heart: “For where 
your treasure is, there will your heart be 
also” (6:21). He teaches that sin originates 
in one’s heart (5:28), which then produces 
the outward act. Now He repeats the lesson 
forcefully: “For out of the heart come evil 
thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, 
theft, false witness, slander. These are what 
defile a person” (15:19–20).

Jesus rejects the Pharisees and scribes 
as authentic interpreters of Scripture. He 
assigns that role finally and fully to Himself 
(Carson). The conflict between Jesus and the 
religious leaders will grow fiercer over time 
and ultimately bring Him to the cross.
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus, I ask you for a greater faith, a growing faith. Feed it with Your 
Word about the Canaanite woman who trusted You to help, and Peter who 

made a bold confession. I ask it for my good and Your glory. Amen.

For Review
1. Summarize what you think the disciples learned from the feeding of the 5,000.

2. In the controversy over the washing of hands, what does Jesus teach about the heart of God’s Law?

Matthew 15:21–28
3. Where is “the district of Tyre and Sidon”? Who meets Jesus there?

4. The disciples say, “Send her away.” Are there certain groups of people you would rather dismiss than help?

5. What are the three distinct responses Jesus makes to this woman?

6. Who are the “children”? Who are the “dogs”?

Matthew 15:29–39
7. This section narrates a second miraculous feeding of a multitude. What did Jesus do before each feeding 

(cf. 15:30–31 with 14:14)? What word characterized His attitude in each story (cf. 15:32 with 14:14)? What 
are the differences between the two stories?

8. What is surprising (and disappointing) about the reaction of the disciples in v. 33, especially after their 
previous experience (14:13–21)?

9. Matthew’s narration about this feeding anticipates the institution of the Lord’s Supper. Compare 15:36–37 
with 26:26–27 and list the verbal parallels.
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Matthew 16:1–12
10. This section seems to be yet another instant replay of an earlier encounter (see 12:38–42). Who made the 

demand for a sign in chapter 12? Who makes it here?

11. Why do you suppose Jesus chooses to call this generation “adulterous” rather than “disloyal” or 
“unbelieving”? Who is the adulterous spouse? Who is the spouse that has been deserted (note Hos. 1:2; 
2:2)?

12. The attempt by Jesus to instruct the disciples in Matthew 15:5–12 is both humorous and pathetic. What is 
the lesson of the leaven? The lesson in the two feedings?

13. Can you think of a lesson God has been trying to teach you that you have been slow to learn?

Matthew 16:13–20
14. Repeatedly at issue in Matthew is Jesus’ identity. Jesus asks directly what “people” say. What have the 

disciples heard from people? What do you think is behind these answers?

15. Who speaks for the disciples? What is his answer to the question? How did he discover what he confessed 
(v. 17)?

16. Who or what is the “rock” in v. 18?

17. What authority is symbolized by “the keys”? What do they “bind” and “loose” (cf. 18:15–18)?

18. In your own life, when and how did you begin to understand who Jesus is for you?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 16:4 “An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the 

sign of Jonah.” OR
Matthew 16:19 “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound 

in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”
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