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Jesus attracted throngs of listeners when He spoke because 
His teaching was both fascinating and authoritative.

Q U EST IONS, Q U EST IONS
Parish pastors get lots of questions. Some are asked by the very young: 
“Will my dog go to heaven?” Others by those in their senior years: “What 
does the church say about cremation?” Many surface in confirmation 
class or adult Bible study: “What will happen to those who never heard 
about Jesus?” “Can people in heaven see what’s happening down here?” 
“Can a person who committed suicide be forgiven?”

Many of these are honest questions asked by people curious to know 
the will and plan of God. Sometimes other motives are in play. Someone 
might say with a sly smile, “I like to get a rise out of people.” This 
writer remembers a seminary class in which the students peppered the 
professor with questions just to derail an otherwise boring lecture!

Jesus attracted throngs of listeners when He spoke because His teaching 
was both fascinating and authoritative. His parables made people think. 
Some of them squirmed with discomfort. He too was asked questions by 
people with hidden agendas. Matthew makes special note of opponents 
whose questions were designed to test or even embarrass Him. They 
wanted to derail His ministry, but always His answers proved thoughtful 
and disarming. Frequently His counter-questions unveiled the malice and 
hypocrisy of His enemies. After a while they were afraid to ask any more, 
lest they look like fools.

Matthew
Q U e s T i o n  i n  T h e  T e m p l e
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Reading the account of Jesus’ final ministry in Jerusalem, especially the questions, reminds 
us that we are not the only ones doing the asking. God, in His turn, has questions for us. 
At the heart of them is one that Jesus posed in the temple: “What do you think about the 
Christ?” Eternity itself hangs on how we answer.

T H E PA R A B LE OF T H E W EDDI NG FE A ST 
Matthew 22:1–14
Before those questions come, Matthew completes the trio of parables Jesus speaks against 
His enemies. Each one portrays someone who should give a positive response but makes 
a rude refusal instead. In the first (21:28–32), a son whose father asks him to work in the 
vineyard gives a polite, “Yes,” followed by outright disobedience. In the second (21:33–40), 
some tenants who have leased a master’s vineyard decide to rebel instead of giving him the 
fruit they owe him. Chapter 22 brings us the final parable in the trio.

Still addressing the “chief priests and Pharisees” who are seeking to arrest Him (21:45–46), 
Jesus describes a third rude refusal, this time of an invitation to a wedding. A king giving a 
wedding feast for his son issues the invitations. Such a feast was not just a single meal (like 
our modern receptions), but also an event that lasted for days. The picture of a feast at the 
end of time appears in Isaiah 25:6–9. It is a banquet of rich food spread “for all peoples” (v. 
6), a joyous occasion when death will be swallowed up and tears wiped away. Those who 
come to the banquet say to one another, “Let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation” (v. 
9). In Revelation 19:7, the word here translated as “wedding feast” is used to describe the 
“marriage” of the Lamb (Jesus), which again prompts those invited to say, “Let us rejoice 
and exult.”

But not here! The invitations that ought to be received with gratitude and joy are surprisingly 
and stubbornly ignored. The invitees “would not come” (Matt. 22:3), and the tense of the 
Greek indicates a continuous action: “They kept on refusing.” In the face of their persistent 

The parable contains one final warning that 
must be taken to heart by all of us.
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refusal, the king “sent other servants” to repeat 
the invitation and explain that the animals have 
been slaughtered and that “everything is ready” 
(v. 4). As with the parable of the wicked tenants, 
the response of the invitees turns violent: “The 
rest seized his servants, treated them shamefully, 
and killed them” (v. 6).

The insulting and killing of the servants is a 
thinly veiled description of the hostile reception 
God’s prophets received from Israel. It is 
happening again, right here in Jerusalem! “I 
have come to invite you to the king’s banquet,” 
He tells the religious leaders in effect, “but you 
are refusing God’s invitation, plotting violence.” 
Violent rejection, Jesus warns, invites violent 
judgment from the king, as in the previous 
parable about the wicked tenants. The king in 
the parable “sent his troops and destroyed those 
murderers and burned their city” (v. 7). One 
cannot help but look ahead to the destruction 
of Jerusalem in AD 70 by the Roman army 
under Titus when the temple was burned and 
thousands perished.

Just as the vineyard owner had to find better 
tenants, here the king’s servants are dispatched 
to gather other guests (“both bad and good”) 
who will honor the invitation to the wedding. We 
gratefully see ourselves among them.

The parable contains one final warning that must 
be taken to heart by all of us. Then, as now, a 
wedding was a formal occasion that called for 
special attire. Failure to wear such clothing was 
a serious breach of etiquette and grounds for 
expulsion. In the parable, the king is surprised to 
find “a man who had no wedding garment” (v. 11). 
Some have conjectured that the host of a wedding 
in those days would have furnished guests with 
proper things to wear, but the evidence for this 
is inadequate (Carson). In any case, the guest 
knew very well he had made a serious mistake, as 
demonstrated by his speechlessness (v. 12).

In the kingdom of God, the proper attire is the 
“robe of righteousness” God furnishes (Is. 61:10), 
clothing very like what a bride and groom wear. At 
the marriage supper of the Lamb in Revelation 19, 
the bride (that’s us!) is given “fine linen, bright 
and pure,” which, the writer goes on to explain, 
“is the righteous deeds of the saints” (v. 8). Taken 
together, these passages make clear that God 
furnishes the righteousness He requires (see Rom. 
3:21–22). The expulsion of the man without a 
garment is a sobering reminder that the destiny of 
those who refuse what God provides will be “the 
outer darkness” that is hell itself (Matt. 22:13).

TAXES TO C A ESA R ? 
Matthew 22:15–22
Angered by the parables spoken “about them” 
(21:45), the Pharisees “went and plotted how 
to entangle him in his words” (22:15, cf. v. 35). 
The word translated “entangle” is the Greek 
pagideuoo, a hunting term (used only here in the 
New Testament) that refers to snaring an animal. 
They decide to pose questions that will trap Him 
and turn people against Him. Once again we see 
Matthew’s propensity to narrate his material in 
threes. Jesus has told three parables. Now they 
will ask three questions.

The first is a deceptively simple one, which, it 
seems, can only be answered with a yes or no: “Is 
it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?” (v. 17). 
The tax in question was a poll tax levied on every 
person from puberty to age 65. It was resented 
by the Jews because it reminded them that they 
were subject to a foreign power. Those who pose 
the question are strange bedfellows. Pharisees 
are nationalists, strongly opposed to Roman rule. 
But they have teamed up with the Herodians, 
a group that supported Herod Antipas and 
favored collaboration with the Romans. Normally 
opponents, the two groups agree that Jesus is the 
bigger problem for both. The dilemma they put 
before Jesus is clear. If He opposes the tax, He 
will be in trouble with the Romans. If He supports 
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it, He will lose favor with the common people. 
Either way, He’s a loser, isn’t He?

But Jesus is alert to their agenda: “Why put me 
to the test, you hypocrites? Show me the coin 
for the tax” (vv. 18–19). It was customary to pay 
the Roman tax with Roman currency. They bring 
Him a denarius, which bears an image of the 
emperor’s head and a Latin inscription calling 
Tiberius divus et pontifex maximus, “deified 
one and highest priest” (Mounce), words highly 
offensive to devoutly monotheistic Jews.

Looking up from the coin, Jesus gives His 
answer: “Render to Caesar the things that are 
Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” 
(v. 21). He makes clear that one may discharge 
a lesser obligation in the civil realm while 
maintaining his greater allegiance to God. His 
answer “took them by surprise” (v. 22 NEB), and 
they “left him and went away.”

M A R R I AGE I N H E AV EN ? 
Matthew 22:23–33
Later that same day came a different group 
armed with a second question. The Sadducees 
had control of activity at the temple. From 
their ranks came those who served as high 
priests. They could be identified as theological 
conservatives who rejected the new ideas in 
the oral tradition accepted by the Pharisees, 
especially the notion of the resurrection and 
even the existence of angels (v. 23; see Acts 
23:8). If it wasn’t taught in the books of Moses, 
it wasn’t valid!

They address Him with mock respect, employing 
a term never used by His disciples: “Teacher, 
Moses said, ‘If a man dies having no children, 
his brother must marry the widow and raise up 
offspring for his brother’” (Matt. 22:24). The 
background of their question is the practice 

of “Levirate marriage” as commanded in 
Deuteronomy 25:5–10 (Latin, levir means 
“brother-in-law”). The original purpose for 
the command was to provide a legal heir for a 
brother who died before leaving children. The 
only clear example of the practice in the Old 
Testament is the story of Onan’s refusal to fulfill 
this obligation for his dead brother Er (Gen. 
38:1–11).

But the Sadducees take the question to a 
ridiculous extreme. Framing it as an actual event 
(“there were seven brothers among us”), they 
say that all seven brothers married the same 
woman in sequence, each dying before he could 
father a child, and that finally the woman herself 
died. Now comes the question, delivered (as we 
can well imagine) with a kind of smirk: “In the 
resurrection, therefore, of the seven, whose wife 
will she be? For they all had her” (Matt. 22:28). 
The difficulty of answering this question, they 
suppose, will render the whole notion of the 
resurrection absurd!

Jesus, who knows the Scriptures better than 
they do and will Himself soon demonstrate the 
power of God to raise the dead, flatly contradicts 
them: “You are wrong, because you know neither 
the Scriptures nor the power of God” (v. 29). 
The Sadducees have shown their ignorance by 
assuming, first, that if God raises the dead, He 
must bring them back to an existence just like 
this present one. But it is not so, “For in the 
resurrection, they neither marry nor are given 
in marriage, but are like angels in heaven” (v. 
30). God’s power is capable of raising people to 
a new kind of existence in which relationships 
are transformed and marriage is no longer 
necessary (in the presence of God we are no 
longer “lonely,” and in the absence of death we 
no longer need to reproduce).
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Will they accept only Moses? Very well then, Jesus will forego passages about the resurrection 
they would not accept (Is. 26:19; Dan. 12:2) and use Moses himself to prove that God raises the 
dead! “As for the resurrection of the dead, have you not read what was said to you by God: ‘I 
am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’?” (Matt. 22:32, citing Ex. 
3:6). Now the stunning conclusion: “He is not God of the dead, but of the living” (Matt. 22:32). 
The patriarchs have died, but God is still their God. Somehow, they must be living, and God must 
raise the dead! The listening crowd is “astonished” and the Sadducees “silenced.”

T H E GR E AT EST COM M A N DMEN T ? 
Matthew 22:34–40
The Pharisees, still licking their wounds and perhaps more cautious when they “heard that he 
[Jesus] had silenced the Sadducees” (v. 34), put their heads together to consider a different kind 
of question. One of their number, a “lawyer” (an expert in the Law of Moses), asks Jesus about a 
subject he feels at home with: “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?” (v. 36). 
Once again, the real purpose is “to test” Jesus and, possibly, to demonstrate that He is in over 
His head compared with this expert in the Law.

For rabbinic Judaism, all the precepts of the Law were supposedly of equal significance, yet the 
rabbis regularly debated this matter. The traditional number of separate commandments was 
613! Some were the Torah (“Law” proper) and some served as a “fence around the Torah.” How 
could one pick and choose “the great commandment” from all these? But Jesus demonstrates 
that He is also at home in the Law, answering without hesitation: “You shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first 
commandment” (vv. 37–38). The words Jesus cites are from the Shema (Deut. 6:4–5), the 
fundamental creed of Judaism. One slight difference is the substitution of “mind” for “strength” 
in the original wording.

Instead of stopping there, Jesus immediately adds, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” 
(Lev. 19:18). The two commandments must stand together, for one cannot “love God” without, 
as a consequence, loving one’s neighbor. And loving one’s neighbor is impossible without loving 
God. “On these two,” He explains, “depend all the Law and the Prophets” (Matt. 22:40). All of 
Scripture, Jesus says, is an elaboration on loving God and one’s neighbor. Even today we speak 
in similar fashion of the two tables of the Law—the summary of the Ten Commandments into 
love for God and love for the neighbor.

He is God’s love incarnate, the fulfillment of the Scriptures 
and the “great commandment” in person.
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In both commandments, the word “love” is key. 
Later, when Jesus met for the Last Supper with 
His disciples, He said, “A new commandment 
I give you, that you love one another: just as I 
have loved you” (John 13:34). He is God’s love 
incarnate, the fulfillment of the Scriptures and 
the “great commandment” in person.

W HOSE SON IS T H E CH R IST ? 
Matthew 22:41–46
Matthew records no response to the answer 
Jesus gives them. Instead, we now read that 
Jesus turns the tables on His opponents. Now 
He will ask them a question. “What do you think 
about the Christ?” (v. 42). Here is the issue that 
matters! Not taxes. Not the resurrection. It is 
the matter of His identity that has turned the 
authorities into His enemies (Carson). At His trial 
before the Sanhedrin, Caiaphas will make this 
the life-or-death issue: “Tell us if you are the 
Christ” (26:63).

A sure way to identify someone is to ask about 
his parentage. So Jesus extends the question: 
“Whose son is he?” They gave the widely 
accepted reply, “The son of David” (22:42, as 
in Is. 11:1; Jer. 23:5). Matthew himself has 
asserted the same thing (1:1). Now Jesus takes 
them into deeper water: “How is it then that 
David, in the Spirit, calls him Lord, saying, ‘The 
Lord said to my Lord, “Sit at my right hand”’? If 
then David calls him Lord, how is he his son?” 
(22:43–45).

Everything hinges on Jesus’ citation of Psalm 
110, the most frequently quoted Old Testament 
chapter in the New Testament. The Davidic 
authorship of the psalm (note the psalm’s 
superscription) is not only assumed by Jesus, 
but essential to His argument. Most Jews in 
Jesus’ day regarded this psalm as Messianic, 

especially because it pictured the coming king 
as a victor over the nation’s enemies. But this 
coming king cannot be merely “David’s son.” 
He tells them to listen carefully to the opening 
words of the psalm again. The initial “the LORD” 
(all caps!) refers to God Himself. “My Lord” is 
David’s own reference to the coming Messiah. A 
father does not call his own son “Lord” unless 
that son is somehow more than a “son,” greater 
than the father. “What do you think about the 
Christ?” Jesus’ enemies are left speechless, 
and from that day no one dared “to ask him any 
more questions” (Matt. 22:46).

Jesus is here teaching authoritatively WHO HE 
IS. It is the Christology we Christians sing in the 
classic Lenten hymn:

Stricken, smitten, and afflicted, see Him 
dying on the tree

‘Tis the Christ by man rejected; yes, my 
soul, ‘tis He! ‘tis He!

‘Tis the long-expected Prophet, David’s 
Son, yet David’s Lord. (LSB 451)

David’s son, the “true man” whom the Church 
confesses, is also David’s Lord, “true God.” 
“David’s son” and “David’s Lord” are not 
mutually exclusive, but two sides of the same 
coin, the two “natures” (human and divine) in 
Christ. It is high theology, not an invention of 
later ages but the teaching of Jesus Himself as 
He stands in the temple addressing His enemies.

“What do you think of the Christ?” It is a 
question aimed also at us, who read and marvel 
at these words today. How we answer that 
question will determine our eternal destiny. 
Our understanding of Jesus’ identity is also 
the beginning of the answer to all the other 
questions we bring to God.
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord God, once more I open Your Word for study. Through it, help me to see myself as I really am. 
By its wisdom diagnose my sin and apply Your healing. This I humbly ask in Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review
1. What struck you about the way Jesus responded to the questions from His enemies?

2. What did you learn about the importance of Psalm 110 in the New Testament, and especially in Jesus’ use 
of it?

Matthew 23:1–12
3. Look up “Pharisees” in a Bible dictionary or online. 

What do you learn about the meaning of the name “Pharisees”?

 When did they originate?

 Were they clergy or laity?

 What did they stress?

4. List the chief criticisms Jesus levels at the Pharisees. Do you find any positives about them in this chapter? 
(Note vv. 2, 15, 23.)

5. In the life of the Church today, where do you see our tendency to “preach, but not practice” (v. 3)?

6. What are “phylacteries” and “fringes” (v. 5)? For “phylacteries,” see Exodus 13:1–16, (especially vv. 9,16); 
Deuteronomy 6:6–8; and 11:18. For “fringes,” see Numbers 15:37–41 and Deuteronomy 22:12.

7. Where are we modern-day believers tempted to “show off” in our attire? Our behavior?
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Matthew 23:13–36
8. Make a list of the woes enumerated by Jesus against the Pharisees in vv. 13–36. How do they relate to His 

earlier criticisms in vv. 2–7?

9. What has happened to v. 14? See the footnotes.

10. Which of these woes, if any, sound like the accusations unbelievers make against Christians today?

11. Which groups in our culture are the busiest “making proselytes” just now? How do you react when you 
observe this?

12. Jesus mentions the murders of Abel (Gen. 4:8) and Zechariah (2 Chron. 24:20–22). What ties these men 
together? In the Hebrew Scriptures, Genesis was the first book and Chronicles came at the end. Does that 
help explain Jesus’ choice of these examples?

13. “Therefore I send you prophets and wise men and scribes” (Matt. 23:34). Who is “I”? Who are the “prophets 
and wise men and scribes”? (see 24:9–14; 28:19–20)

14. What punishment is coming “upon this generation” (23:36)? How is this connected with Matthew 22:7?

Matthew 23:37–39
15. What emotion is Jesus displaying in vv. 37–39?

16. Where does Jesus most catch your attention in chapter 23? What would you say are the lessons today’s 
Church and its leaders most need to hear?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 23:12 “Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.”
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