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T H E U NAVOI DA B LE CROSS
Not far from the intersection of Interstate 70 and Interstate 57 near 
Effingham, Illinois, stands a gigantic metal cross. This “Cross at the 
Crossroads,” 198 feet tall and forged of 180 tons of steel, is the largest 
cross in the United States. A view of it is unavoidable to the fifty 
thousand travelers who pass by each day.

In God’s plan, the cross of Jesus was unavoidable. That cross is the 
most prominent object in the Gospel record. All four evangelists devote 
a sizable portion of their narrative to the Passion of Jesus, which 
culminates there. In the Synoptics, Jesus predicts His suffering and 
death to the disciples at least three times as He begins explaining what 
His role as the Messiah entails. There’s more. In God’s plan, there is an 
unavoidable cross for every disciple, both then and now!

Always before, when opposition intensified, Jesus withdrew to defer the 
moment of final conflict, but now that moment has come. Jesus must 
confront and even provoke His enemies in Jerusalem (Gibbs). In this 
lesson, we begin the final portion of Matthew’s Gospel in which Jesus 
and His disciples begin to walk the road to the unavoidable cross.

JESUS’ CROSS A N D PET ER’S OPP OSI T ION 
Matthew 16:21–23
“From that time Jesus began.” These five words in v. 21 make clear that 
we have entered a new part of the Gospel story. “From that time, Jesus 
began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer 
many things . . . and be killed, and on the third day be raised” (v. 21). 

In God’s plan, there is an unavoidable cross 
for every disciple, both then and now!

Matthew
T h e  r o a d  T o  T h e  c r o s s
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The same five words earlier introduced His Galilean ministry: “From that time Jesus began 
to preach” (4:17).

Jesus had previously alluded to His death in veiled terms (see 9:15; 12:40), but now He 
discussed the matter openly with the disciples, who would never have dreamed that the 
Messiah would suffer. Mark adds that He said this “plainly” (Mark 8:32).

Matthew records three separate predictions of the Passion (16:21; 17:22–23; 20:18–19). 
In each one, Jesus communicates clearly that He will die and then “be raised on the third 
day.” The first and third predictions specify that this will take place in Jerusalem, the city 
that murders prophets (23:37). They also make clear that His tormentors will include “chief 
priests and scribes” (16:21; 20:18), the religious leaders of Israel. The second prediction is 
the shortest. It speaks of Jesus being “delivered” (betrayed) (17:22). It provokes grief. The 
third prediction, spoken “as Jesus was going up to Jerusalem” (20:17), is the most detailed, 
describing a coordination between Jews and Romans. The Jewish leaders, He says, “will 
condemn him to death and deliver him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and 
crucified” (20:18–19). Roman crucifixion is plainly in view. Jesus is not simply predicting 
the future; He is declaring it to be God’s will. The verb Jesus uses is “must,” an indication 
that all of this is the plan of God the Father (Acts 2:23), which He has willingly accepted (cf. 
John 10:18).

Immediately there is pushback from Peter, the man who had made such a solid confession 
of faith just six verses earlier! As Jesus “began to show” them (v. 21), now Peter “began to 
rebuke” Him (v. 22). Peter’s language is very strong, employing a double negative in Greek 
(a child might say, “NOT NEVER!”). His words reveal not only how much he loved Jesus, but 
how shocking and unthinkable was the path Jesus had laid out. A suffering, dying Messiah? 
It could not be!

As surprising as it is to hear a disciple rebuke his master this way, even more surprising 
is the strength and savagery of Jesus’ response to Peter: “Get behind me, Satan! You are a 
hindrance to me” (v. 23). Jesus had earlier called Peter a rock. Now he is a different kind of 
rock. The Greek word for “hindrance” is skandalon, elsewhere translated as a “stumbling 
stone” (Rom. 9:33; 1 Peter 2:8). Peter does not realize his peril, for he is, unwittingly, the 
very mouthpiece of Satan. Once before Satan had tried to lure Jesus away from the path 
of suffering into a messiahship of power and glory (Matt. 4:1–11). Now he has renewed his 
assault. In the wilderness Jesus dismissed him, “Be gone, Satan!” (4:10). Here He says it 
again, “Be gone behind me, Satan!” (16:23, literally translated).
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T H E DISCI PLE’S CROSS A N D T H E M A ST ER’S PROMISE 
Matthew 16:24–28
Jesus now teaches that discipleship too involves an unavoidable cross: “If anyone would 
come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (v. 24). Why is this 
necessary? The human heart, observed Eugene Peterson, is an incredible idol-making factory. 
Genuine discipleship will, first, involve the crucifixion of that sinful self (Gal. 2:20). That 
crucifixion is a denying of those tendencies so common in all of us—the hunger for success and 
wealth and the addiction to being in control. We want God to do things our way, or else, “Put me 
in charge and I’ll set things straight!” That controlling self and its hungers must be put to death.

Then one must “take up his cross” (Matt. 16:24). By this Jesus does NOT mean the general 
difficulties of life (ill health, financial reverses, irritating people), which we like to say are “my 
cross to bear,” but very specifically the suffering that comes to us just because we are disciples 
(5:11). Until recently, the dominance of Christianity in the West has minimized our experience 
of bearing a cross. In these times when confessing Jesus increasingly offends our pluralistic 
society, we may come to experience this cross painfully and personally.

We cross-bearers are carried along by the promise Jesus adds: “The Son of Man is going to 
come . . . and he will repay each person” (16:27). No need to grab life’s steering wheel or seek 
revenge on those who hurt us. Jesus will set things right. Indeed, He promises, some of those 
disciples standing there with Him “will not taste death until they see the Son of Man coming 
in his kingdom” (v. 28). This is a difficult verse that has been understood to refer to a variety 
of things. Our ears usually hear “the Son of Man coming” as a reference to Judgment Day. But 
unless Jesus is mistaken, His words cannot mean that.

What then? Some think He is speaking of the transfiguration that now follows, which only 
“some” of them would see. Others think He means the resurrection (by then, Judas was dead). 
Still others take it as a reference to Pentecost and the unfolding story of the growth of the 
kingdom of God in Acts, which ends with Paul “proclaiming the kingdom” in the very last verse 
(Acts 28:31). By then James is also dead. A few even point to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 
70 as a time when Jesus came in judgment against the city that condemned Him.

Whatever its meaning, this promise balances the necessity of the cross with the assurance 
that suffering is not to be the last word. The coming of the kingdom will not be stopped, even 
by that!

In these times when confessing Jesus increasingly offends 
our pluralistic society, we may come to experience this 

cross painfully and personally.
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T H E T R A NSFIGU R AT ION 
Matthew 17:1–9
The wondrous event that follows makes clear to 
the bewildered disciples that suffering and glory 
are not mutually exclusive. His cross cannot 
eclipse the glory that is rightfully His. Jesus leads 
the inner circle of three (Peter, James, and John) 
up a “high mountain” (v. 1) and is “transfigured” 
(metamorphoothee in Greek) (v. 2) before them. 
This was not a shape-change (like a caterpillar-to-
butterfly metamorphosis) but a glorification, as if 
an inner, glorious light began to burn, making His 
face shine “like the sun” and His clothing “white as 
light” (v. 2).

We are uncertain which high mountain is meant. 
Mt. Tabor, the traditional site, is only a glorified hill 
(1,900 feet) and too far south. Mt. Hermon, north 
of Caesarea Philippi, is enormous (9,200 feet), but 
its location in Gentile territory makes it unlikely 
too. Walter Liefeld suggests Mt. Miron, the highest 
mountain inside Israel (4,000 feet) and located 
between Caesarea Philippi and Capernaum.

Mountains are places where God makes important 
revelations (as at Sinai and Carmel in the Old 
Testament). Already in Matthew Jesus has spoken 
His greatest sermon on a mountain (chapters 
5–7). Some students have suggested that Jesus is 
depicted here as a new Moses, and they point to 
a strong parallelism between the transfiguration 
account and the story of Moses’ ascent up Sinai 
in Exodus 24. Even a cursory comparison yields a 
number of links besides the mountain itself:

 · the mention of “six days” (Ex. 24:16);

 · three named companions for both Moses and 
Jesus (although Moses also takes 70 elders);

 · the descent of the cloud on the mountain; and

 · God’s bright glory shining and His voice 
speaking.

On the other hand, there are divergencies, one of 
the greatest being the presence of Elijah. What’s 

more, the glorified Jesus is more like God in His 
fiery manifestation than like Moses!

What, then, is the significance of the appearance 
of those two men with Jesus on the mountain? 
Filson argues that they represent “the Law and 
the Prophets” (i.e., the whole witness of the Old 
Testament Scriptures). While fulfillment of the Old 
Testament is certainly a major theme in Matthew, 
one wonders especially why Elijah would represent 
“the Prophets,” especially since no prophetic book 
bears his name.

There are stronger arguments to be made. Both 
Moses and Elijah had converse with God on Sinai 
(for Moses, see Ex. 3; 19; 24; and for Elijah, see 1 
Kings 19:1–18). Moreover, both Moses and Elijah 
were connected to the end-times. Moses spoke of a 
prophet like himself to arise one day (Deut. 18:15) 
and said, “To him you shall listen.” The prophet 
Malachi explicitly predicted that Elijah would 
return “before the great and awesome day of the 
Lord comes” (Mal. 4:5). Their appearance points 
to Jesus as that greater-than-Moses prophet who 
has come to bring the awesome day of the Lord. 
More pointedly, Jesus’ own glory identifies Him as 
the embodiment of Israel’s God, now visible to the 
three disciples.

Moses and Elijah talked with Jesus. Matthew does 
not tell us what they discussed, but Luke tells us 
they “spoke of his departure [Greek, exodos] which 
he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem” (Luke 
9:31). All of this underlines the dramatic importance 
of Jesus and His road to suffering. It reassures the 
disciples of His glory and final victory, even in the 
face of the unavoidable cross.

In his excitement, Peter interrupts their holy talk 
with the almost childish suggestion of constructing 
“three tents” (Matt. 17:4) for them, as if the 
glory could be housed like a museum display! 
God Himself shushes Peter: “A bright cloud 
overshadowed them, and a voice from the cloud 
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said, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am 
well pleased; listen to him’” (v. 5). These were the 
very same words spoken at Jesus’ baptism (3:17). 
The truth to which the disciples need to listen is 
the new revelation Jesus has begun to show them 
about the unavoidable cross that awaits Him and 
them. Stop resisting it. Listen to Him! The terrified 
disciples hide their faces.

Suddenly the vision ends. Jesus touches them 
and speaks softly: “Rise, and have no fear” (17:7). 
The glory is hidden once more. Jesus will take 
them back down the mountain. They will resume 
their walk to the cross. “Tell no one the vision,” 
He instructs them, “until the Son of Man is raised 
from the dead” (v. 9).

T H E Q U EST ION A B O U T ELI JA H 
Matthew 17:10–13
As the four descend the mountain, the disciples, 
still full of what they’ve seen, ask, “Then why do 
the scribes say that first Elijah must come?” (v. 
10). Because of Malachi’s prophecy (Mal. 4:1–6), 
first-century Jews speculated about Elijah’s 
role in the end-time. If they had just seen Elijah, 
shouldn’t they be telling people that the day of the 
Lord had arrived? If this was NOT the predicted 
coming of Elijah, was he yet to come?

Jesus answers them. Yes, the scribes are correct: 
“Elijah does come, and he will restore all things” 
(v. 11). But the disciples must not lose sight of the 
unavoidable suffering and cross still ahead. They 
must not think Elijah’s coming will remove any of 
it. In fact, “Elijah has already come, and they did 
not recognize him, but did to him whatever they 
pleased. So also the Son of Man will certainly 
suffer at their hands” (v. 12). The readers were 
already remembering Jesus’ words about John 
the Baptist (11:13–15). Now the three disciples 
understand “that he was speaking to them of John 
the Baptist” (17:13). Elijah (John) suffered, Jesus 
explained. So must I.

JESUS A N D H IS “LI T T LE-FA I T HS” 
Matthew 17:14–21
How much the disciples still have to learn is 
made clear by the story that follows. While 
Peter, James, and John were on the mountain 
with Jesus, the other nine were experiencing a 
different kind of drama down below. A distraught 
father brought them his epileptic son. As we see 
subsequently, there is demon possession involved 
in the boy’s condition. The father is desperate 
for his son’s healing, but, as he now explains 
to Jesus, “they could not heal him” (v. 16). The 
faltering disciples failed.

Their failure is striking because earlier Jesus 
had given them authority to do this very thing 
(10:1). The response of Jesus reveals a sense of 
frustration: “O faithless and twisted generation, 
how long am I to be with you? How long am I to 
bear with you? Bring him here to me” (17:17). 
Jesus cannot be speaking of the father, who 
addresses Him as “Lord” and trusts Him to supply 
the mercy he needs. Ulrich Luz argues that Jesus 
is rebuking the “crowd” mentioned a few verses 
earlier since He has formerly spoken harshly of 
“this generation” (11:16; 12:39; 16:4). But in fact 
the crowd has said nothing.

We are left to understand that Jesus means His 
own disciples, whose failure to help the boy 
reveals some serious flaw in their faith. When they 
ask Him to explain their failure, He says it was 
“because of your little faith,” and then explains, 
“If you have faith like a grain of mustard seed, 
you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here 
to there,’ and it will move, and nothing will be 
impossible for you” (17:20–21).

So, we must ask, what is the difference between 
their “little faith” (which could not heal the boy) 
and “faith like a grain of mustard seed,” which 
will “move mountains” (i.e., to do what seems 
impossible)? In a later passage (Matt. 21:21–22), 
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which parallels this one in several ways, Jesus 
speaks of a faith that does not doubt. The 
disciples in this story had, apparently, doubted 
the promise Jesus already made that they would 
have authority over disease and demons. “Mustard 
seed” faith, then, is not simply about the size of 
one’s faith but about its future possibilities (cf. 
13:31–33). That seemingly small trust can work 
great things.

A SECON D PA SSION PR EDICT ION 
Matthew 17:22–27
Jesus now makes a second prediction of His 
Passion, in substance nearly the same as the 
first. Though brief, it contains two new elements. 
First, that Passion is imminent: “The Son of Man 
is about to be delivered” (v. 22). Second, it will 
happen through a betrayal. The word translated 
“delivered” is the same as the word earlier used 
to identify Judas as His betrayer (10:4).

The reaction of the disciples is great distress 
(17:23). The simple reason for this is their love 
for Him, but the more complex theological reason 
is that they still cannot make sense of all Jesus 
has told them, especially the word that He will be 
“raised on the third day” (in all three predictions!).

The story about the payment of the temple tax that 
follows immediately seems, at first, completely 
disconnected from the passion prediction. But is 
it? A brief history lesson is in order. The origin of 
“two-drachma” (or half-shekel) tax can be read 
in Nehemiah 10:32–33. In 445 BC, the people 
of Judea pledged voluntarily to tax themselves 
one-third of a shekel annually to support the 
work of the temple, for all the offerings “to make 
atonement for Israel” (v. 33). By the time of Jesus, 

that amount increased slightly to half a shekel 
for each adult male, perhaps to align with the 
amount Moses had gathered from the Israelites in 
a special offering (Ex. 30:11–16).

Paying the tax was a way for Jewish men to say, 
“I agree with my community that the atonement 
I need is offered through the Temple,” says 
William Thompson. When the Jewish tax gatherers 
approach Peter to ask, “Does your teacher pay the 
tax?” (Matt. 17:24), Peter answers, “Yes.” In this, 
now the third story to focus especially on Peter 
and his role as spokesman, it becomes clear that 
Peter still does not realize the implications of the 
road to the cross.

Jesus intercepts Peter as he enters the house and 
asks whether “kings of the earth” take taxes “from 
their sons or from others” (v. 25). “From others,” 
Peter answers correctly (v. 26). “Then the sons are 
free [from paying],” responds Jesus (v. 26). Gibbs 
drives home the point: “Because Jesus is about 
to be handed over and killed and raised . . . God 
no longer requires or even desires for His people 
to provide animals and supplies for the sacrifices 
of atonement at the temple.” The Son of Man will 
make the atonement needed by all! He is “greater 
than the temple” (12:6).

Meanwhile, what about the tax? The story 
concludes remarkably with Jesus’ direction for 
Peter to “cast a hook” (17:27) into the lake and 
take the first fish he catches. In the mouth of the 
fish will be a shekel—enough for both of them. 
Now is not the time to “give offense” to people who 
do not know what He is about to do (v. 27). Soon 
enough the road will take Jesus into Jerusalem, 
and the full and final atonement will be made.

“Mustard seed” faith, then, is not simply about the size of 
one’s faith but about its future possibilities (cf. 13:31–33)
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord God, by Your Word endow me with a heart for “little ones.” Even as You have found me, give 
me a caring spirit that seeks to regain those who are lost from You. I ask it for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

For Review
1. What new perspective have you gained about the transfiguration of our Lord?

2. Was the “half-shekel tax” a Jewish tax or a Roman tax? What was its purpose?

Matthew 18:1–5
3. For reflection (share only if you choose): In what ways have you sought greatness for yourself?

4. How does Jesus explain what it means to “become like children”? Read and ponder Psalm 131 before you 
answer.

Matthew 18:6–14
5. In very strong terms, Jesus says a person would be better off dead than to do what (v. 6–7)? What could be 

an area in your life that causes problems for others or even provokes them to sin?

6. Do you think Jesus means what He says in vv. 8–9 literally? If you say, “No,” what do you think He means?

7. What, if anything, have you been taught about “guardian angels” (cf. v. 10)? What more do you learn from 
Psalm 34:7, Psalm 91:11, and Hebrews 1:14?

8. What needs to change in your attitude toward those who “wander off”?

Matthew 18:15–20
9. In these verses, Jesus instructs disciples what they are to do when others sin. How is the sinner identified 

in v. 15? What is the ultimate goal?

10. How do Jesus’ words in Matthew 7:3–5 keep us from abusing others in this process?
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11. What stages does Jesus direct us to use? Who do you think is meant by “the church” (18:17)? Why not “go 
public” right away?

12. How are vv. 18–20 connected to the instructions Jesus has given about dealing with the sinning brother?

13. What do you think the Church today (or even your own congregation) needs to learn from Jesus about all 
this?

Matthew 18:21–35
14. What might prompt Peter’s question in v. 21? Is his suggestion of “seven times” generous or stingy?

15. How much is a “talent” (v. 24)? A denarius (v. 28)? How do the two debts compare?

16. Whom is Jesus really describing in the first scene (the king and the first servant)? In the second scene (the 
first and second servants)?

17. Which is hardest for you:

 a) Accepting that I am truly forgiven.

 b) Really meaning it when I say, “I forgive you.”

 c) Forgiving over and over again.

 d) Wondering how to forgive without encouraging irresponsibility.

18. Reread Matthew 6:12, 14–15. Compare it with what Jesus says here in 17:32–35. What are we to learn 
about the importance of this matter to God?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 18:15 “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he 

listens to you, you have gained your brother.” OR
Matthew 18:19–20 “If two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in 

heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.”
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