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T H E K ICKOFF
It is a crisp autumn afternoon, and the stadium is filled with people eager 
to see how their football team and its heralded new coach will perform. 
This season’s opener will be a stern challenge, a much-anticipated 
matchup with a tough opponent. The soloist has sung a lively rendition 
of the national anthem, and the color guard has borne the flag to the 
sideline with measured steps. The teams line up and face one another. 
The crowd leans forward. And here’s the kickoff…

The opening chapters of Matthew have presented Jesus to the readers, 
much as a team is introduced to the school and the wider community. 
In chapter four comes the actual “kickoff” of Jesus’ public ministry. His 
first encounter with a very tough opponent takes place, not in a stadium 
thronged with cheering fans, but in a rocky desert where the two face 
one another alone.

FACI NG T H E OPP OSI T ION 
Matthew 4:1–11
Before Jesus launches His public ministry, He faces a stern challenge 
which God Himself has scheduled. The Spirit which descended on Jesus 
at His baptism now leads Him into the wilderness “to be tempted by 
the devil” (v. 1). Jesus’ opponent is the enemy who conquered Adam 
and Eve, “that ancient serpent, who is called the devil and Satan” (Rev. 
12:9). “Devil” (vv. 1, 5, 8, 11) means “slanderer.” “Satan” (v. 10) means 
“accuser.” In addition he is called “the tempter” (v. 3).

Jesus accepts the Father’s will and trusts His Word.

Matthew
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God’s purpose and Satan’s purpose coincide in the temptation story. The same Greek 
word (peiradzoo) may mean either “test” or “tempt,” depending on who administers it 
and for what purpose. God had long ago tested His “son” Israel (Ex. 4:22 and 15:25). 
Now He arranges another test for His “beloved Son” with the intent that Jesus would 
emerge victorious where Israel failed. The devil is only too willing to serve as the agent 
of this test. Used here about the devil, the same verb means not a “testing” but a 
“tempting,” for Satan desires His failure and fall.

The elements of the story make it clear that Jesus is taking Israel’s place and repeating 
its history. Compare the narrative about Jesus in Matthew 3–4 with the experience of 
Israel:

Israel “baptized” in Red Sea (1 Cor. 10:2) Jesus baptized in the Jordan

Israel declared God’s “son” (Ex. 4:22) Jesus declared God’s Son

Israel in the wilderness 40 years Jesus in the wilderness 40 days

Israelites became hungry After fasting, Jesus was hungry

Israel tested by God (Deut. 8:1–3) Jesus tempted by the devil

The three temptations are all the same at heart. Their focus: what kind of “Son of God” 
will Jesus prove to be? The devil prefaces the first two with “If you are the Son of God.” 
How will Jesus use His power? The tempter wants to entice Jesus to opt for a different 
kind of sonship than what the Father desires. Will He act on His own behalf or trust the 
Father’s Word?

The first temptation (vv. 3–4) invites Jesus to use His power to turn stones to bread. 
Bread is a good thing, isn’t it? And eating to gain strength to do the Son of God’s work is 
a necessity, isn’t it? The hungry Israelites failed the hunger test and murmured against 
God (Ex. 16:3).

The second temptation (vv. 5–7) challenges Jesus to throw Himself down from the 
pinnacle of the Temple in Jerusalem and demonstrate a son’s trust in the Father’s care 
and the presence and might of guardian angels. Don’t the Scriptures say God will do that 
for you? For good effect, Satan actually quotes from Ps. 91:11–12 (though he actually 
omits a key line — “to guard you in all your ways”). What a pious spirit the devil shows 
himself to be! The Israelites had failed the trust test. They feared invading Canaan, unable 
to rely on God’s protection (Num. 13:25–14:4).

The third temptation (vv. 8–10) brings Jesus to a “very high mountain” where the tempter 
makes a magnanimous offer. “All these [kingdoms of the world] I will give you, if you 
will fall down and worship me.” A large benefit for a small price, isn’t it? Isn’t your goal, 
after all, to bring the world back to God? Here’s your chance! Here too the Israelites 
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had famously failed, bowing down to a golden 
calf (Ex. 32), and then repeating that idolatry 
persistently after entering Canaan.

Unlike Israel, Jesus accepts the Father’s will and 
trusts His Word. He answers each of the three 
temptations by citing the book of Deuteronomy, 
the book that summarizes the story of Israel in the 
wilderness. Make bread to live? No! “Man shall 
not live by bread alone, but by every word that 
comes from the mouth of God” (Deut. 8:3). God 
wills that, at this time, I am to be hungry. I will live 
by His word that I am His “beloved Son.” Throw 
myself down from the pinnacle of the Temple? No! 
“You shall not put the Lord your God to the test” 
(Deut. 6:16). I will trust Him, not test Him. Fall 
down and worship you? No! “Begone, Satan, for 
it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God 
and him only shall you serve’” (Deut. 6:13).

Jesus overcomes Satan, who is forced to leave 
Him. He has passed the test that Israel failed. He 
will now undertake His public ministry, not as a 
“Messiah of Power,” but as a “Servant Messiah.” 
His trust is answered by the very angels Satan 
had glibly referenced, “ministering” to Him (v. 11). 
Almost certainly they were the ones who fed God’s 
hungry Son, who had trusted His Father to provide.

The long battle has been joined. Jesus has won 
round one. But there will come rematches. In one 
of those, Peter will be Satan’s stand-in to deflect 
Jesus from His road to the cross (16:21–23). 
Even at the cross, Jesus will be tempted to come 
down with the very same words, “If you are the 
Son of God.” (27:40, 43).

We do well to ponder this scene often. For 
temptation will come to us persistently. Reading 
this story will help us learn to recognize it when 
it does. It will encourage us to learn the Word of 
God and use it. Above all, it will encourage us to 
see that Satan is vulnerable as we keep our eyes 
on Jesus, who’s “by our side upon the plain with 

His good gifts and Spirit”! It is a great comfort for 
us to know that “because he himself has suffered 
when tempted, he is able to help” us in our own 
hour of need (Heb. 2:18).

T H E MOV E TO C A PER NAU M 
Matthew 4:12–16

“Now when he heard that John had been 
arrested, he withdrew into Galilee” (v. 12).

It sounds like a retreat for fear that He too will 
be arrested. But Floyd Filson sees Jesus’ move 
to Capernaum not as a retreat from danger, but 
as an answer to Herod Antipas, who was, after 
all, tetrarch of Galilee (Luke 3:1): “He took up in 
Herod’s territory the work which Herod had tried 
to stop by arresting John.”

Capernaum, which probably means “village of 
Nahum,” was a busy town on the shore of the 
Sea of Galilee. The fishing industry there was of 
such size that it demanded a “tax booth” (Mt. 9:9) 
located nearby. The Sea of Galilee, a large lake 
some 13 miles long and 8 miles wide, will be the 
scene of many memorable words and deeds.

Matthew explains the move as still another 
fulfillment of prophecy. The lengthy quote in vv. 
15–16 loosely reproduces portions of Isaiah 9:1–
2, where Isaiah promises new glory for a region 
humbled by the Assyrian invasion in 733 BC.

Greater Galilee, a sizable area which measured 
about 40 by 70 miles and had perhaps 200 
towns, was part of the allotments originally 
given to the tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali. Its 
location at the northern border of Israel made 
Gentile incursions a fact of life. The Assyrians led 
away many Jews and imported foreigners who 
intermarried with some of the remaining Jews 
and produced the “Samaritans.” Taken together, 
these factors led to its being called “Galilee of 
the Gentiles.”
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The “darkness” Isaiah describes may refer to the distance from Jerusalem where people had 
religious and cultic advantages (Carson) or to the pagan darkness that arrived along with the 
imported foreigners. The arrival of Jesus in “Galilee of the Gentiles” is an unmistakable signal 
that God’s ultimate intent is to shine the light of the Gospel also on the Gentiles. It will be to 
Galilee that the risen Christ sends the eleven apostles, and from a “mountain” there that He will 
direct them to “make disciples of all nations” (28:19).

C A LLI NG H IS FI R ST DISCI PLES 
Matthew 4:17–22
“From that time” announces that a new stage of the Gospel is underway. To this point Matthew 
has presented Jesus to his readers by means of His family tree, the meaning of His name, His 
majestic titles, the Scriptures His arrival has fulfilled, and the narrative of His baptism and 
temptations. Now we watch His public ministry unfold.

“Jesus began to preach” (v. 17). His message is the very same as John’s had been: “Repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” The kingly rule of God, expected by the Jews at the 
Last Day, is breaking into history NOW! While the full and final reign of heaven has not yet 
fully arrived, the King Himself has, and He is bringing a salvation that will be consummated on 
the Last Day. “The horizon that defines and looms over all of Jesus’ teaching and ministry, his 
death, and His resurrection, is the Last Day” (Gibbs).

He will not minister alone. Already He begins to call followers who will help Him and will 
themselves be trained to do what He is doing and say what He is saying. The account is simple 
and straightforward. “He saw two brothers . . . they were fishermen. And he said to them, 
‘Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men’” (vv. 18–19).

Matthew’s account makes it sound like Jesus has not seen these men before this moment. 
In John’s Gospel, however, it becomes clear that Andrew, previously a disciple of John the 
Baptist, and his brother Simon have already met Jesus and that Jesus has nicknamed Simon as 
“Cephas” or “Peter” (John 1:35–42). That prior meeting may explain their willingness to follow 
Jesus “immediately” (v. 20). As Matthew records it, the summons of Jesus is authoritative, 

The kingly rule of God, expected by the Jews at the 
Last Day, is breaking into history NOW!

M A T T H E W  4 : 1 – 2 4

MichaeL KaSting 33

5



pulling the disciples forcefully away from 
their old attachments. That authority is 
underlined as, “going on from there,” Jesus 
sees two more brothers and calls them. 
They too respond “immediately” (v. 22), 
leaving “the boat and their father.” The call 
of the kingdom trumps all other allegiances 
and responsibilities!

Do these four men realize what they’re in 
for? For that matter, do we? It may be, as 
John reports, that Peter and Andrew, at least, 
have some previous awareness of Jesus and 
His ministry. Perhaps they have heard reports 
of Jesus’ preaching. But it is abundantly 
clear in all the Gospels that they have only a 
rudimentary understanding of where all this 
will lead. For now, these fishermen know 
that somehow He will make them “fishers of 
men.” That’s enough to rouse their curiosity 
and fire their imagination. Fishing for 
people? Maybe we can do that!

T E ACH I NG, PR E ACH I NG, H E A LI NG 
Matthew 4:23–24
Now follows a kind of “summary report” of 
Jesus’ initial ministry in Galilee, summed up 
in three words: “teaching,” “proclaiming,” 
and “healing” (v. 23). It is a ministry of both 
words and actions, because Jesus has come 
not only to forgive people’s sins, but to 
rescue them from the ongoing damage sin 
does, even as the Church today still serves 
the whole person, “body and soul.”

Jesus is teaching and preaching “in 
their synagogues,” the places where the 
Jews gathered for prayers, the reading of 
Scripture, commentary (comparable to our 
sermons), and blessings. The synagogue as 
an institution developed during the time of 

the Exile and sustained the community of 
faith in the absence of a temple. Tourists may 
still see ruins of a synagogue in Capernaum 
that date from the 2nd century AD.

He was also “healing every disease and 
every affliction” (v. 23), a mark of His 
authority over the natural and demonic 
world. The catalogue of maladies here 
includes “diseases” and “pains,” those 
“oppressed by demons,” “those having 
seizures” (the word literally means “those 
who were moonstruck,” but there is no 
agreement on the precise meaning of this 
term), and “paralytics.”

The sheer variety of these terms reminds 
us to avoid extremes when we speak about 
Jesus’ healing ministry and that of the 
modern-day Church. One extreme view is 
that ALL ailments are the result of demonic 
powers at work, and the ministry of the 
medical community is set aside in favor 
of “faith healing.” The other extreme says 
that everything has a purely naturalistic 
explanation and the “demonic” (or even 
prayer!) is dismissed as a relic of the 
ignorant past. The lists of ailments Jesus 
healed embrace both the physical and 
the spiritual dimensions of human woes. 
In Jesus, God’s gracious reign broke into 
history, and it still brings wholeness to those 
who trust Him.

Verse 25 describes the response to His 
ministry and sets the stage for Jesus’ first 
great discourse, the Sermon on the Mount.
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord, I confess I don’t always listen to Your Word as I should. As I read this great sermon, 
help me attend to it as a message spoken directly to my life, my heart! Then empower me to 

trust what You promise and obey what You command, for the sake of Jesus. Amen.

For Review
1. How is the way Jesus faced temptation instructive for you personally?

2. In light of this lesson, what might be some reasons for Jesus’ decision to move to Capernaum and begin His 
public ministry in Galilee?

Matthew 4:25–5:12
3. Can you recall a sermon that had a significant impact on your life? If yes, share something about it with 

your group.

4. Where is Jesus when He preaches this Great Sermon? Is there any significance to the location? To whom is 
the sermon addressed?

5. How would you express in your own words the following: “poor in spirit” (v. 3)? “meek” (v. 5)? “pure in 
heart” (v. 8)?

6. In these “beatitudes,” is Jesus describing who His followers ARE, or prescribing what they ought to DO?

7. Of the eight qualities Jesus mentions, which ones most closely describe your life just now? Which qualities 
are least represented in your life?

Matthew 5:13–20
8. How do the images of salt and light explain the Christian’s relationship with “the world”?

9. Jesus directs us to “let your light shine” (v. 16). Is the light that shines from you just now more like a) a 
floodlight? b) a 100-watt bulb? c) a night light? How would you like to shine brighter?

10. What is denoted by the phrase “the Law or the Prophets” (v. 17)? See also 7:12 and 22:40.
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11.  What two words in verse 17 summarize the two contrasting approaches Jesus and His followers might 
take toward the Old Testament?

12. What do you think Jesus means to say by a righteousness that “exceeds that of the scribes and 
Pharisees”? Have a look at Rom. 1:17 and 3:21–22.

Matthew 5:21–48
13. Now comes His illustration of His approach to the Law. Which of the Ten Commandments is being 

addressed:
 in vv. 21–26?

 in vv. 27–32?

14. In both cases, what does Jesus add in explaining the breaking of these commandments?

15. Read closely the section on divorce. Why is the situation framed from the husband’s perspective? What 
requirement was made in the Law for those who chose to divorce (see Dt. 24:1–4 and cf. Matt. 19:3–8)? 
On what grounds does Jesus say that divorce may be allowed?

16. In the section on oath-taking, what is Jesus urging about our talking to others?

17. What is the source of the reference “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” (see footnotes)? What was 
the intent of this directive in the Old Testament? What’s your personal reaction to the prohibition against 
retaliation?

18. The final section in chapter 5 speaks of love. Of what kind of love is everyone capable? Who is the model 
for the kind of love Jesus holds before His listeners?

19. You are in the crowd listening to this sermon. What do you come away feeling? What part of the sermon do 
you feel is most directed at your life?

SUGGESTED MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 5:16 “Let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to 

your Father who is in heaven.” OR
Matthew 5:44–45 “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your 

Father who is in heaven.”
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