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SOLI D GRO U N D I N A CH AOT IC CU LT U R E
Often in these early years of the twenty-first century, we Christians in the 
USA feel that our culture is increasingly chaotic and we are marginalized. 
Values and even definitions we have taken for granted all our lives are 
now up for grabs.

Marriage has been redefined by the Supreme Court. Gender has become 
a fluid term. Legislation has been introduced in some states to eliminate 
gender on driver’s licenses and gender-specific pronouns (he and she) 
in some public settings. There have even been voices arguing that we 
should grant legal personhood to animals! The distinctions everyone 
once employed to map the world (Creator/creature; male/female; 
humans/all other creatures) are being blurred or even eliminated. “The 
ethical world is unhinged,” wrote LCMS President Matthew Harrison in 
The Lutheran Witness.

In the midst of this moral and ethical fog, the Word of God still shines like 
“a lamp to [our] feet and a light to [our] path” (Ps. 119:105). In Matthew 
19, we hear Jesus speak clearly about God’s design for marriage and 
children. We listen as He imparts wisdom about wealth and its impact 
on one’s spiritual life. For us, perhaps even more than for the twelve 
disciples, His teaching is solid ground amidst society’s shifting sand. 
Let’s listen to Him, live by His words, and hold on to His promises.

Drink in the amazing grace He promises in the face 
of anything you might suffer for Him just now.

Matthew
m a r r i a G e ,  c h i l d r e n ,  a n d  m o n e y
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T H E DI VORCE Q U EST ION 
A N D JESUS’ FI R ST A NSW ER 
Matthew 19:1–6
A significant geographical note begins this 
chapter. Jesus “went away from Galilee and 
entered the region of Judea beyond the Jordan” 
(v. 1). Setting out on His road to the cross, Jesus 
departs from Galilee for the last time and makes 
His way toward Jerusalem. His ministry of healing 
continues for the “large crowds” that follow Him 
(v. 2). His opponents follow Him persistently too.

Once more the Pharisees “tested him” (v. 3), 
this time with a question at the heart of an oft 
debated issue in Judaism: identifying legitimate 
grounds for divorce. “Is it lawful to divorce one’s 
wife for any cause?” (v. 3). In Judaism of that 
day, only the husband had the option of divorcing 
his wife; the wife did not. Two rabbinic schools 
led by Shammai and Hillel espoused conflicting 
views. That Moses allowed divorce seemed plain 
to both from Deuteronomy 24:1–4, a passage 
in which Moses spoke about a man giving a 
woman a certificate of divorce “because he has 
found some indecency in her.” But just what 
did “some indecency” (v. 1) mean? Shammai 
interpreted it narrowly, saying it was limited to 
marital unfaithfulness. Hillel interpreted it broadly 
to mean anything at all that displeased the 
husband, including overcooking his food! Okay, 
Jesus, which side are you on? It seemed a good 
“gotcha” question, for they hope to trap Him into 
taking one side or the other. In either case, He 
would alienate someone.

Jesus refuses to be drawn into their debate over 
grounds for divorce. He “snatches the situation 
away from the Pharisees and turns it into a venue 
for revealing God’s purpose for marriage . . . from 
which so many in Israel have strayed” (Gibbs). 
He wants to affirm God’s original design for 
marriage. The Creator “from the beginning made 
them male and female” (Matt. 19:4). “Therefore 
a man shall leave his father and his mother and 

hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become 
one flesh” (Gen. 2:24). He challenges them with 
a rhetorical question: “Have you not read [those 
passages]?” (Matt. 19:4). In other words, have 
you forgotten what marriage is all about?

In answer to our own culture’s attempt to blur the 
definition, Jesus asserts a one-man-one-woman 
monogamy. That’s marriage. In answer to the 
divisiveness of sin in every age, Jesus asserts the 
permanence of that relationship: “What therefore 
God has joined together, let man not separate” 
(v. 6). Period. End of answer. He won’t play the 
lawful divorce game. God’s intent was no divorce 
at all!

T H E PH A R ISEES’ R ETORT 
A N D JESUS’ SECON D A NSW ER 
Matthew 19:7–9
The Pharisees won’t go down without a fight: 
“Why then did Moses command one to give a 
certificate of divorce and to send her away?” (v. 
7). They double down on Deuteronomy 24:1–4, 
trying to pit Jesus against Moses. Jesus will 
not let them set the terms of debate. First, He 
says, Moses did not command divorce, but only 
allowed it “because of your hardness of heart” 
(Matt. 19:8). That’s what happens regularly 
among sinful, stubborn people like you! Second, 
He says, you are misreading Moses. The only 
thing the passage actually commands is that a 
man may not remarry his ex-spouse if she has 
subsequently married and divorced another man. 
Moses was trying to cope with how life after 
divorce should proceed.

Now, as He did in the Sermon on the Mount (5:22, 
28, 32, 34, 39, 44), Jesus trumps Moses: “I say 
to you” (19:9)! His final word to them and us is to 
go back to “the beginning” (God’s original plan) 
and repeat what He has already said. “Whoever 
divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, 
and marries another, commits adultery” (v. 9).
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Against both rabbinic schools, He takes a stand: 
divorce is NEVER the will of God. In fact, unless 
some “sexual immorality” has broken the 
marriage, marrying another person is adultery. 
Jesus labels as gross immorality what had 
become customary behavior among the Jews, 
and even more among us!

The phrase “except for sexual immorality” (v. 9) 
employs the Greek word, porneia, an umbrella 
term for any kind of sexual sin (cf. English, 
“pornography”). The narrower term “adultery” 
(v. 9) renders another Greek word. The sense 
of this exception is not so much to sanction 
divorce (“It’s fine with God if you get a divorce 
because your partner was unfaithful”) as it is to 
make clear that remarriage after a divorce for 
“sexual immorality” is not labeled “adulterous.” 
The parallel passage in Mark 10:11 reproduces 
these words of Jesus without any exception at 
all. The stunned response of the disciples that 
follows underlines how stern and shocking Jesus’ 
answer was, even to the disciples.

Twenty years later, Paul would write instructions 
about marriage and divorce to the believers at 
Corinth. For the most part, he reaffirmed the 
stance of Jesus: “The husband should not divorce 
his wife” (1 Cor. 7:11). But a new situation had 
arisen. There were in Corinth many “mixed” 
marriages of new Christians with unbelieving 
spouses (perhaps because one had newly 
converted). Still, the basic command was “do not 
divorce.” At the same time, even though a believer 
would not seek a separation, he or she might 
suffer one. Since the believer was powerless 
to stop the separation (and divorce), Paul said, 
“Let him do so. A believing man or woman is not 
bound in such circumstances” (7:15 NIV). But 
Jesus simply did not address such situations. He 
is stating a principle, not spelling out “case law.” 
His words are where we must begin.

T H E DISCI PLES’ R ESP ONSE 
A N D T H E CELI B AT E LI FE 
Matthew 19:10–12
The disciples have been listening intently, and 
now they voice their astonishment: “If such is 
the case of a man with his wife, it is better not to 
marry” (v. 10). The disciples had thought, as did 
many Jews, that divorce, though regrettable, was 
lawful in many situations. Jesus has drastically 
limited the options. The only thing left, they 
conclude, is the single life. That would be most 
unusual in their culture, where it was assumed 
that everyone would marry.

Jesus’ response to them is to agree: the single 
life IS an option, but “not everyone can receive 
this saying” (v. 11). Some commentators think 
“this saying” refers to Jesus’ teaching about 
divorce and remarriage. Others, including this 
writer, believe Jesus is addressing the disciples’ 
proposal that a single life would be preferable. 
But not for everyone! Not even for most. In His 
explanation, Jesus uses the word “eunuch” as 
an umbrella term for those who either cannot 
marry or choose not to. Jesus lists three kinds of 
“eunuchs” (all in v. 12):

a. those who “have been so from birth,” 
whose physiology prevents them from 
being husbands or fathers;

b. those who “have been made eunuchs by 
men,” slaves who have been castrated 
to render them harmless to the king’s 
harem; and

c. those who “have made themselves 
eunuchs,” that is, by choosing the single 
life in order to devote themselves to the 
work of God’s kingdom.

In summary, Jesus here teaches that the single, 
celibate life is an option for His followers, but 
only for those “able to receive” it (v. 12). Paul 
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himself was such a man (1 Cor. 7:7), and he 
also viewed celibacy as a worthwhile option for 
those who were able to “exercise self-control” 
(v. 9) so that they might give “undivided devotion 
to the Lord” and His work (v. 35). The Lutheran 
Confessions quote this passage to show that 
the Church of Rome was contradicting Scripture 
when it insisted that all priests must remain 
unmarried regardless of their “giftedness” (AP 
XXIII 16, 21).

“LET T H E CH I LDR EN COME” 
Matthew 19:13–15
For the disciples, this chapter brings one 
perplexing thing after another! They were 
stunned at Jesus’ teaching on marriage. Now 
they will miscalculate badly about the importance 
of children.

Some parents brought their children to Jesus 
“that he might lay his hands on them and 
pray” (v. 13). Because they shared the common 
perception of children as unimportant, the 
disciples “rebuked” (v. 13) the parents for 
wasting Jesus’ time like this. Likely they wanted 
to protect Him for more “important” concerns, 
but Jesus sees children differently. Have the 
disciples so quickly forgotten the way He 
placed a child in their midst in explaining true 
greatness (18:2–4)? It is precisely to the lowly, 
seemingly insignificant people that He is bringing 
the kingdom of heaven! “Let the little children 
come to me and do not hinder them, for to such 
belongs the kingdom of heaven” (19:14). Then He 
blessed those little ones.

Our baptism of infants testifies to our 
commitment to “let the little children come” 
(v. 14) to Jesus. In recent years, pastors and 
congregations have adopted other practices 
that underscore His care for children. Children’s 
sermons and the blessing of the young at the 

altar during the Lord’s Supper say to children 
that they are important to God.

T H E R ICH YO U NG M A N 
Matthew 19:16–22
The scene now shifts from the children who 
appear insignificant to a young man the disciples 
would no doubt regard as very important—a man 
with “great possessions” (v. 22). Jews generally 
regarded wealthy people as especially blessed 
by God. This man came to Jesus with a question. 
Unlike that of the Pharisees, his inquiry is a 
genuine search for truth: “Teacher, what good 
deed must I do to have eternal life?” (v. 16). 
Already we can see that he is not yet a disciple, 
for he calls Jesus “Teacher” instead of “Lord” 
(the term disciples always use in Matthew). 
What’s more, his question betrays a focus on 
himself and indicates a conviction that salvation 
is a matter of doing “good deed[s]” (v. 16).

Jesus has been approached as a teacher, so for 
the moment He gives a teacher’s answer: “Why 
do you ask me about what is good? There is only 
one who is good” (v. 17). Jesus speaks of “what 
is good” with a neuter noun, and then follows by 
speaking of “one who is good” with a masculine 
noun. Instead of searching out good things to do, 
this young man should seek God Himself. For now, 
Jesus continues answering the way a regular 
teacher would: “If you would enter life, keep the 
commandments” (v. 17). This is surprising, for 
Jesus nowhere else in Matthew connects eternal 
life with keeping the commandments.

“Which ones?” asks the man (v. 18). Jesus 
willingly continues the teacher role. He lists 
the fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, and fourth 
commandments (second table commands about 
loving the neighbor) and sums it up with “love 
your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 19:18). The 
young man rejects Jesus’ answer as insufficient: 
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“All these I have kept” (Matt. 19:20), and it isn’t enough. He isn’t satisfied. This “teacher” has taught 
him nothing new.

Round one brought the man’s question, Jesus’ answer, and the man’s dissatisfaction. Now there 
comes another round. Once more the man poses the question: “What do I still lack?” This time Jesus’ 
answer leads him further: “If you would be perfect” (v. 21). The word “perfect” means “complete.” 
We can almost see the young man leaning forward. Now finally he will hear something definitive. 
Jesus speaks, no longer as a teacher of the Torah of Moses, but as the Lord Christ who has come 
in the flesh: “Go, sell what you possess and give to the poor . . . and come, follow me” (v. 21). A 
hammer blow!

The young man wanted something to DO. Here it is: “Sell your possessions and give away the 
proceeds. Then begin following Me!” Eternal life, finally, is a matter of one’s connection with Jesus. 
In terms of the Torah of Moses, Jesus has brought the young man back to the first commandment. No 
longer can the young man merely call Him teacher. Jesus must be Lord with absolute obedience . . . 
or nothing. The young man does not obey, and now we see the real issue: “He went away sorrowful, 
for he had great possessions” (v. 22).

T H E DISCI PLE A N D W E A LT H 
Matthew 19:23–26
For a third time in the chapter the disciples struggle to understand, and once more Jesus must correct 
their faulty perception. They had seen the young man, materially blessed and spiritually hungry, as a 
likely candidate for salvation. But Jesus saw him differently: “Truly, I say to you, only with difficulty 
will a rich person enter the kingdom of heaven” (v. 23). The young man went away sorrowfully.

Jesus was not opposing wealth generally, nor asking all disciples to do what He asked this young 
man who had a problematic attachment to his possessions. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had been 
wealthy—so was Job, before and after his trials; so were David and Solomon; and so, we will later 
learn, was Joseph of Arimathea, a secret disciple of Jesus (27:57). Nevertheless, the spiritual peril 
that comes with riches He makes clear, and then adds an illustrative proverb: “It is easier for a camel 
to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God” (19:24).

As with their understanding of marriage, and then with the 
importance of children, their world has turned upside down!
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A few manuscripts have a similar-looking 
Greek noun that means “rope” instead of 
“camel,” probably to soften the impact of this 
saying. Some have guessed that there was a 
gate in Jerusalem’s wall called the Needle’s 
Eye, which was just large enough to admit 
one camel, minus saddles and packs and on 
its knees (in similar fashion a human must 
shed his possessions and kneel before God!). 
But there is no evidence such a gate ever 
existed. The very same proverb is used later 
in the Koran. We must let Jesus’ exaggerated 
proverb stand as is and let it astonish us, 
too. Jesus means what He says. Riches are 
perilous to one’s soul.

Why are riches problematic? What extra 
barrier does a rich person face? We 
ourselves can see that wealth is a means 
to secure all that one’s greed or lust may 
desire. What’s more, wealth gives its 
possessor the illusion of power—power not 
only to acquire but to control. Jesus has 
already spoken clearly that money becomes 
a rival god called mammon (6:24).

The dumbfounded disciples respond, “Who 
then can be saved?” (19:25). As with their 
understanding of marriage, and then with 
the importance of children, their world has 
turned upside down! They see, correctly, the 
absolute poverty of human beings, so Jesus is 
quick to speak a word of wondrous comfort: 
“With man this is impossible, but with God 
all things are possible” (v. 26). He wants 
them to acknowledge two things: the utter 
helplessness of sinful humans, but also God’s 
amazing generosity, His extraordinary grace 
to those who see and know their spiritual 
poverty. Such a God can save even the rich.

T W ELV E T H RON ES 
Matthew 19:27–30
His words strike a hopeful chord with Peter, 
who again speaks for the others: “See, 
we have left everything and followed you. 
What then will we have?” (v. 27). Jesus’ 
straightforward answer reveals that Peter has 
not spoken foolishly, but that his question is 
valid. Indeed, what He promises Peter is so 
grand that we are left with our own questions 
after reading it. He says that “in the new 
world, when the Son of Man will sit on his 
glorious throne, you . . . will also sit on twelve 
thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (v. 
28). What does this mean?

The term translated “new world” literally 
means “regeneration” or even “rebirth.”

When this tired old creation is finally replaced, 
reborn as something wholly new, these twelve 
will somehow assist in the final judgment. 
Indeed, some have guessed that the apostles 
are the “least of these my brothers” to whom 
Jesus refers in 25:40, 45, as if to say to those 
being judged, “Yes, these brothers sitting here 
with me!”

Whatever the exact picture is that Jesus 
describes, the import is clear. These twelve 
apostles hold a special office and will play 
a special role at Judgment Day and beyond. 
Then He immediately broadens this amazing 
promise to “everyone” (v. 29) who has 
left something or someone to follow Him. 
Stop worrying. Stop comparing yourself 
with others. Drink in the amazing grace He 
promises in the face of anything you might 
suffer for Him just now. “The last [will be] 
first” (v. 30)!
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Thank you, gracious Lord, for calling me to serve in Your vineyard. Equip 
me with Your Word for the work You give me. Make this study time 

productive, for my good and Your glory. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review
1. What were the respective views of Shammai and Hillel about divorce? How did Jesus’ teaching differ 

from both?

2. How did Jesus use eunuchs to teach about life as a single person?

3. What was the most surprising or challenging thing you learned in this lesson?

Matthew 20:1–16
4. How is the picture of a vineyard used in Isaiah 5:1–7? Psalm 80:8–19? What does it signify here?

5. What time of day is the third hour? Sixth hour? Ninth hour? Eleventh hour?

6. With whom do you identify in this story—the workers hired early or the workers hired late? Depending on 
which group you chose, how do you feel about the landowner’s pay policy?

7. What is Jesus teaching about God’s way of dealing with people?

Matthew 20:17–28
8. What new information does Jesus impart in this third prediction (cf. 16:21 and 17:22–23)? Based on the 

context, how imminent is His death?

9. Why do you think James and John’s mother did this?

 a) Her sons put her up to it.

 b) That’s what mothers do!

 c) She (and they) still had the wrong idea about the kingdom.
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10. Why were the other disciples angry? What kinds of situations provoke similar feelings in you?

11. What’s the meaning of the cup to which Jesus refers in 20:22? How does it relate to His prediction in vv. 
18–19? (See also Matt. 26:39, 42; Is. 51:17–23; Jer. 25:15–16.)

12. Do you think of someone in your congregation as “great”? If so, why?

Matthew 20:29–34
13. Read the story of the blind man in Luke 18:35–43 and compare it with this one. Do you think the two 

accounts are describing the same incident? If so, how would you “harmonize” the differences in detail?

14. What is striking about the way the blind men address Jesus?

15. Once healed, what do the blind men do?

16. If Jesus said, “What do you want me to do for you?” how would you answer?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 20:27–28 “Whoever would be first among you must be your slave, even as the Son of Man came not 

to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”
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