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A MANUAL FOR KINGDOM LIVING: 

The Sermon on the Mount



The Way of the Kingdom

C O R A M  D E O  B e f o r e  t h e  F a c e  o f  G o d B U R K  P A R S O N S

I 
cannot remember  when I first heard the claim “the church is full of hypocrites,” 
but I do recall asking myself: Is that true? Is the church truly full of hypocrites? 
Over the years as I have considered the accusation, even considering how often 
some Christians jovially embrace the accusation, I have come to the conclusion 
that the accusation is not only false but altogether unhelpful and inappropriate.

It is certainly the case that there are people in the church who call themselves 
Christians who are, in fact, not true Christians. And while it is indeed true that 

all of us can act hypocritically on occasion, we are not hypocrites by definition. There are 
many differences between a Christian and a hypocrite. A hypocrite is an actor, a two-faced 
fraud. A hypocrite is someone who pretends to be what he never intends to be. Christians 
are not hypocrites—we are repentant sinners. Even when we act like hypocrites, we are 
convicted by the Holy Spirit, we confess our sin and repent of it as we strive never to act, 
speak, or think hypocritically again. Hypocrites, on the other hand, pretend to be some-
thing they’re not, even pretending to be sorry for their hypocrisy. As Christians, we know 
we’re sinners, but hypocrites pretend they’re not. Hypocrites and Christians sin, but only 
hypocrites try to keep others from knowing it. Hypocrites love only those who love them, 
but Christians love those who hate them. True Christians cannot wait for Lord’s Day wor-
ship, but hypocrites look for any excuse to stay home. A hypocrite asks, How little can I 
give and still be noticed? The Christian asks, How much can I give without being noticed? 
Hypocrites primarily love what God can do for them, but Christians love God for who 
He is. As Christians, we hate any hypocrisy that lurks in our hearts, motives, or actions, 
but hypocrites revel in their pretense, hoping no one will discover what they really are.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught us not only how to act but who we are as citi-
zens of the kingdom of God. He explained to us that kingdom living is about not simply our 
outward actions but the attitudes and intentions of the heart. He told us that as we are the 
light of the world and the salt of the earth, we are to do our good works so that the world 
might see them and glorify our Father in heaven, but that we are not to do our good works 
to be noticed. Throughout the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught us the way of the king-
dom. He taught us what it means to be a genuine Christian whose righteous works are great-
er than those of the Pharisee because the Pharisee’s works are done hypocritically for himself, 
for his own kingdom, and for his own glory rather than the kingdom and glory of God.
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The Character  
of Kingdom Citizens

Fishing Craft near the Cliffs at Collioure, Adolphe Appian (1878), Etching on paper, The Art Institute of Chicago.

atthew, in his monumental 
gospel, introduces Jesus as 
the descendant of Abraham 
and David, narrating His mi-

raculous virgin conception and birth and 
recounting His flight to Egypt and return 
to Nazareth. At the inception of Jesus’ pub-
lic ministry, John the Baptist cries out, 
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at 

A N D R E A S  J .  K Ö S T E N B E R G E R

hand” (Matt. 3:2). Later, when hearing of 
John’s arrest, Jesus begins to proclaim an 
identical message (4:17). Yet while John 
is only the forerunner, Jesus is the Mes-
siah. Jesus then gathers a large following 
and travels far and wide, “proclaiming 
the gospel of the kingdom and healing 
every disease and every affliction among 
the people” (v. 23).

M



After this preamble, Matthew opens 
the first of five major teaching sections 
of Jesus in his gospel. The number five is 
reminiscent of the Pentateuch, the five 
books of Moses. Similarly, the reference 
to Jesus’ ascending a mountain brings to 
mind Moses’ ascent of Mount Sinai when 
receiving the law. This Mosaic connection 
is later reinforced by Jesus’ repeated pro-
nouncements, “You have heard that it was 
said . . . but I say to you” (5:21–22, 27–28, 
31–32, 33–34, 38–39, 43–44). Matthew’s 
message is clear: Jesus is a new and greater 
Moses who authoritatively teaches and 
applies the law of God (see 7:28–29).

In this inaugural address in Matthew’s 
gospel, at the inception of the Sermon 
on the Mount, Jesus teaches His follow-
ers about the character of kingdom cit-
izens. As a master teacher, He presents 
these characteristics in the form of eight 
memorable Beatitudes, each pronounc-
ing a blessing on those who possess a 
given character trait, with the addition 
of two metaphorical attributes, salt and 
light. Thus, Jesus echoes the Ten Words 
or Commandments in the law of Moses 
by positing ten characteristics of those 
who will inherit and inhabit the eternal 
kingdom of God. Notably, while “seeing 
the crowds,” Jesus directed His words to 
His disciples (5:1–2).

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven.” (Matt. 5:3)

Jesus starts to paint His portrait of the 
kingdom citizen with a perhaps surprising 
attribute: poverty of spirit. “Blessed”—that 
is, eternally favored by God—are those 
who know themselves to be spiritually 
poor and needy, like the man in Jesus’ 
parable of the Pharisee and the tax col-
lector. The Pharisee is boastful, arrogant, 
and proud of all his religious accomplish-
ments, while the tax collector, “standing 
far off, would not even lift up his eyes to 
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heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, 
be merciful to me, a sinner!’ ” (Luke 18:13). 
Those who know themselves to be spir-
itually poor keenly sense their need for 
God and their dependence on Him. They 
plead for mercy, because they know that 
they could never stand before a righteous, 
holy God on their own merits.

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall 
be comforted.” (Matt. 5:4)

In the next beatitude, Jesus affirms a 
piece of Old Testament wisdom as enun-
ciated in the book of Ecclesiastes: “It is 
better to go to the house of mourning 
than to go to the house of feasting, for 
this is the end of all mankind, and the 
living will lay it to heart” (Eccl. 7:2). In 
view of the fact that all of us will die one 
day, we should live in light of our eternal 
destiny. Therefore, “the heart of the wise 
is in the house of mourning, but the heart 
of fools is in the house of pleasure” (v. 4, 
NIV). Impenitent pleasure-seekers ulti-
mately engage in a denial of eternal real-
ities, while the wise person is conscious 
of his final destiny, mourning his own 
sin and the sins of others around him. 
Conscious of their own shortcomings 
and rebellion against God, they thrust 
themselves on God’s mercy and will re-
ceive comfort and forgiveness.

“Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the 
earth.” (Matt. 5:5)

Meekness is a rare commodity in our 
day when self-promotion reigns, social 
media savvy is prized, and deferring to 
others is frowned upon as weakness. If 
you don’t assert yourself, conventional 
wisdom goes, you’ll get trampled. Jesus, 
on the other hand, is “gentle and lowly 
in heart” (11:29). He will reveal Himself 
to the meek but confront the arrogant 
and self-reliant. He will give rest to the 
weary while the proud will be left to car-

Jesus echoes the 
Ten Words or 
Commandments 
in the law of Moses 
by positing ten 
characteristics 
of those who will 
inherit and inhabit 
the eternal kingdom 
of God. 
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ry their own heavy burdens. God is the 
sovereign Ruler, and Jesus is the King 
of kings and Lord of lords. We are noth-
ing apart from what God gives us. So the 
wise, meekly and humbly, look to their 
sovereign Lord for His mercy, grace, and 
provision. They hide in the shadow of 
His wings and seek His protection, in 
the confidence that it is the meek, rather 
than the assertive and self-promoting, 
who will inherit the earth.

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righ-
teousness, for they shall be satisfied.” (Matt. 5:6)

God’s kingdom—His realm under His 
rule—is a place where righteousness 
reigns, because God Himself is perfectly 
righteous in His impeccable character. 
Thus, those who “hunger and thirst for 
righteousness” will be satisfied. Later, Je-
sus tells His followers that unless their 
righteousness exceeds that of the scribes 
and Pharisees, they will never enter the 
kingdom of heaven (v. 20). For their part, 
they should “seek first the kingdom of 
God and his righteousness, and all these 
things”—food, clothing, and shelter—
will be added to them (6:33). Do you and 
I truly seek justice and prize integrity? Or 
do we crave preferential treatment and 
find subtle ways of controlling and ma-
nipulating others, ideally without their 
realizing it? Again, Jesus cuts to the heart 
of the matter, calling for a heart that de-
lights in righteousness. Of course, none of 
this is possible apart from Christ, whom 
God “for our sake . . . made . . . to be sin” 
even though He “knew no sin, so that in 
him we might become the righteousness 
of God” (2 Cor. 5:21).

“Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive 
mercy.” (Matt. 5:7)

The one who is merciful knows that 
he himself needs mercy and in Christ has 
received mercy (Rom. 12:1). As the recipi-

ent of mercy, he extends mercy to others, 
treating them with kindness and tender 
compassion. In this way, mercy balanc-
es out righteousness. Mercy may come 
across as weakness, yet in fact, those who 
extend mercy do so out of inner strength, 
knowing that they are secure in God’s love 
and are assured of their acceptance and 
favor in Christ. At the same time, they are 
aware of their own frailty and weakness 
and thus are sensitive to others. Jesus set 
the example, in keeping with Isaiah’s mes-
sianic prophecy:  “A bruised reed he will 
not break, and a smoldering wick he will 
not quench” (Matt. 12:20; see Isa. 42:3). 
Jesus treated people with tender loving 
care and compassion. Similarly, rather 
than being boastful and arrogant, citizens 
of God’s kingdom are humble and kind.

“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall 
see God.” (Matt. 5:8)

Who can claim to be pure in heart? Like 
the Pharisees, we are all dirty on the in-
side. So Jesus’ exhortation to them pertains 
to all of us: “First clean the inside of the 
cup and the plate, that the outside also 
may be clean” (23:26). Yet this cleansing 
can be performed only by the Holy Spirit. 
Again, this thought is not entirely new in 
Scripture. We see it already in David, who 
prayed after sinning egregiously: “Purge 
me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash 
me, and I shall be whiter than snow. . . . 
Create in me a clean heart, O God, and 
renew a right spirit within me” (Ps. 51:7, 
10). David already understood that sin 
separates people from God and so pleaded, 
“Cast me not away from your presence, 
and take not your Holy Spirit from me” 
(v. 11). While God will never remove His 
Spirit from genuine believers today, we 
must still cleanse ourselves with the help 
of the Holy Spirit so that we become pure 
in heart and thus will be able to see God 
one day (2 Cor. 7:1; 1 John 3:2).
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“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be 
called sons of God.” (Matt. 5:9)

Everyone wants peace, but where are 
the peacemakers? The word “peacemaker” 
is used only here in the New Testament; 
the verb form, “to make peace,” is used 
elsewhere only once in one of the Apos-
tle Paul’s letters: “For in him [Jesus] all the 
fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and 
through him to reconcile to himself all 
things, whether on earth or in heaven, 
making peace by the blood of his cross” 
(Col. 1:19–20). This shows that Jesus is the 
ultimate peacemaker, and that through 
His death on the cross He reconciled us 
with God. Now that we have peace with 
God, we are called to make peace, and like 
the Son of God, we will be called “sons 
of God.” The blessing Jesus pronounces 
here is not merely on those who value 
peace; it is for those who actively pursue 
the making of peace with both God and 
others. Such peacemakers yearn for recon-
ciliation and relational peace in the place 
of strife, seeking to soothe rather than in-
flame, to pacify rather than exacerbate. “A 
hot-tempered man stirs up strife, but he 
who is slow to anger quiets contention” 
(Prov. 15:18). Therefore, believers should 
“strive for peace with everyone, and for the 
holiness without which no one will see 
the Lord” (Heb. 12:14). In this way, such 
sons of God reflect God the Father, who is 
actively engaged in peacemaking through 
the blood of the cross of His beloved Son.

“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righ-
teousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heav-
en.” (Matt. 5:10)

Once again, Jesus’ words here are coun-
terintuitive. No one in his right mind 
would consider himself blessed when he 
is persecuted. But here Jesus pronounces 
a blessing on those who are persecuted 
for the sake of righteousness. While so 
far all Beatitudes were cast in the third 

person, at this point Jesus turns directly 
to His followers and addresses them with 
the added words: “Blessed are you when 
others revile you and persecute you and 
utter all kinds of evil against you falsely 
on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for 
your reward is great in heaven, for so they 
persecuted the prophets who were before 
you” (vv. 11–12). By being hated and re-
viled, Jesus’ followers enter the noble line 
of the Old Testament prophets who en-
dured similar persecution and mistreat-
ment. They may suffer earthly loss, but 
they will receive a great heavenly reward.

“You are the salt of the earth.” (Matt. 5:13)
In the meantime, Jesus provides in-

structions for His followers who are still 
in this world, using two diverse meta-
phors—namely, those of salt and light. 
Regarding salt, Jesus explains: “But if salt 
has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness 
be restored? It is no longer good for any-
thing except to be thrown out and tram-
pled under people’s feet” (v. 13). If Jesus’ 
followers are indistinguishable from the 
world around them, what good are they? 
Like salt seasoning a meal, believers are 
called to provide flavor and even act as 
preservatives in a corrupt culture. Con-
versely, Jesus explains in a sobering note 
that once salt has lost its taste, it has been 
rendered completely useless. Therefore, 
let’s not be useless Christians.

“You are the light of the world.” (Matt. 5:14)
Finally, Jesus likens believers to light. 

Elsewhere, Jesus says, “I am the light of the 
world” (John 8:12; 9:5), but here He tells His 
followers, “You are the light of the world.” 
This is not a contradiction. Rather, Christ’s 
disciples are called to serve as light of the 
world because, as believers in the light, 
they themselves have become “sons of 
light” (John 12:36). Extending the light 
metaphor, Jesus elaborates:
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“A city set on a hill cannot be hidden. Nor 
do people light a lamp and put it under a 
basket, but on a stand, and it gives light 
to all in the house. In the same way, let 
your light shine before others, so that they 
may see your good works and give glory 
to your Father who is in heaven.” (Matt. 
5:14–16)

While we are not saved by our good 
works, we are saved for good works, deeds 
that glorify our heavenly Father.

At the very beginning of the Sermon 
on the Mount, Jesus has provided His fol-
lowers with a magnificent mosaic of qual-
ities that mark His disciples: poverty of 
spirit, mourning over sin, meekness, a deep 
craving for righteousness, mercy, purity 
of heart, an active desire to make peace, 
and patient bearing up under persecution 
for the sake of righteousness. This catalog 
of characteristics differs markedly from 
the world’s values, which include proud 
self-reliance, living for pleasure, aggres-
sive self-assertion, getting ahead at all costs, 
harshness and rudeness, moral degener-
ation and decay, combativeness, and hy-
persensitive vigilance to ensure that one’s 
own rights are never violated. In addition, 
Christ’s disciples should flavor the culture 
and shine as God’s lights in the world. By 
emulating these ten characteristics, with 
the help of the indwelling Holy Spirit, Je-
sus’ followers will prove to be citizens of 
God’s kingdom, already in the here and 
now, and for all eternity.
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he gospel of Matthew opens 
with a statement that lacks a 
verb, so it is most likely serving 
as the title of the book: “The 

book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the 
son of David, the son of Abraham.” Here 
in a nutshell is what this book is all about. 
It is the story of Jesus Christ. It takes us 
from the time of His birth in the line of 
Abraham and David (ch. 1) to the time 
when He stands on a mountain in Gali-
lee, with all authority in heaven and on 
earth given to Him (28:16–20). From the 
beginning to the end, Jesus is presented 
as the King: first as the promised son of 
Abraham and David “who has been born 
king of the Jews” (2:2), “a ruler who will 
shepherd [God’s] people Israel” (2:6); and 
then as the King who has triumphed over 
sin and death and now commands that 
disciples be made of all the nations and 
taught to observe all that He has com-
manded (28:19–20).

The first of the five large teaching col-
lections of Jesus contained in Matthew 
(chs. 5–7; 10; 13; 18; 23–25) serves both as 
a manifesto of His kingdom’s law and as a 
forceful rejection of the teaching given by 
the scribes and Pharisees. Because of the 
prevalent distortions of the law of God 
that the scribes and Pharisees fostered, 
it was necessary for Jesus to make clear 
just how His teaching stands in relation to 
the Scriptures. He emphatically declares 
that He has come not to abolish the Law 
or the Prophets but to fulfill them (5:17). 
Indeed, so far is He from abolishing them 
that He puts special emphasis on the point 
with the first of His many “truly” state-
ments (more than thirty are present in 
Matthew): “For truly, I say to you, until 
heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, 
not a dot, will pass from the Law until all 
is accomplished” (v. 18). 

The Kingdom’s  
King and Law

M A R K  E .  R O S S
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Farm with Dutch Poplars, Louis Auguste Lepère (1914), Etching on paper, The Art Institute of Chicago.

Jesus’ teaching stands in the sharpest 
contrast to that of the scribes and the 
Pharisees, and it calls for a righteousness 
that far exceeds their own (v. 20). We 
see this same focus in the final block of 
Jesus’ teaching in Matthew (chs. 23–25), 
a kind of parallel column matching the 
first that helps us better understand each 
by comparing it to the other. There, in 
seven “woes” of condemnation (which 
contrast to the Beatitudes that began the 
first block), Jesus again exposes the errors 
of the scribes and Pharisees, whom He 
repeatedly calls “hypocrites” and who 
have laid heavy burdens on the people 
without lifting a finger to help them (23:4). 

In Matthew 5:17–48, Jesus takes up six 
examples of distortions and errors of the 
law that were taught by the scribes and 
Pharisees. Each one is introduced by what 
the people have heard, followed by what 
Jesus says (vv. 21, 27, 31, 33, 38, 43). Here 
Jesus is not taking issue with the Scrip-
tures, with what is written. No, the issue 
is what the scribes and Pharisees have 
said. Jesus will show that He stands by 
what is written (4:4, 7, 10; 11:10; 21:13; 
26:24, 31).

We can perhaps see more clearly what 
is going on if we begin with the last in 
the series (5:43–48) and work our way 
backward: “You have heard that it was 



said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and 
hate your enemy.’ ” This is not a quotation 
from Scripture, though the unsuspecting 
or naive could easily think that it is. The 
first half of the sentence is from Scripture 
(Lev. 19:18), but the second half is not, and 
nothing close to it is found in God’s Word. 
Yet this statement is what the people have 
heard from the scribes and Pharisees as 
if it were the teaching of Scripture. It is, 
however, a serious distortion of the law, 
limiting the obligation to love only to one’s 
neighbors and legitimizing (or even de-
manding) the hatred of one’s enemies. In 
keeping with the Law and the Prophets, 
Jesus calls for something entirely differ-
ent: to love one’s enemies and to pray for 
those who persecute you, that you may 
be sons of your Father in heaven (Matt. 
5:44–45). This is what the Old Testament 
teaches. For example, Proverbs 25:21 calls 
for giving your enemy bread if he is hun-
gry and drink if he is thirsty. The scribes 
and the Pharisees were making void the 
Word of God (Matt. 15:6).

Similarly, the scribes and Pharisees 
perverted the fundamental principle of 
public justice, “an eye for an eye and a 
tooth for a tooth” (5:38). This principle 
appears three times in the Law (Ex. 21:23–
25; Lev. 24:17–23; Deut. 19:15–21). It is 
a principle stating that the punishment 
for a crime must be proportionate to the 
severity of the crime. In each case, these 
are laws concerning public justice, where 
the fitting punishment is specified for par-
ticular crimes. The principle also limits 
the punishment so that greater punish-
ments are not applied to lesser offenses. 
But the scribes and Pharisees had turned 
this principle of public justice into a rule 
for vindictiveness toward others in inter-
personal conflicts. They left no room for 
freely forgiving others as they had been 
forgiven. They were not acting like sons 
of the Father in heaven. 

Jesus’ teaching 
stands in the 
sharpest contrast  
to that of the scribes 
and the Pharisees, 
and it calls for  
a righteousness  
that far exceeds 
their own.
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Next, we find that the scribes and Phar-
isees had little regard for the sacredness of 
oaths and vows—that is, for the fact that 
they are made to God, even when they in-
volve promises made to others. The fuller 
treatment of this matter in Matthew 23:16–
22 shows that the scribes and the Phari-
sees had developed a rather complicated 
and deceitful scheme of qualifying oaths 
and vows, so that one might easily escape 
from the duties that had been promised, 
thus turning the original promise into a 
lie. They were neither children of the truth 
nor children of the God of truth.

So also with the issue of divorce (5:31–
32). More on this subject is found later in 
Matthew (19:1–11), but here we are given 
only the short antithesis that Jesus offers 
to the position of the scribes and Pharisees. 
Perhaps in this form, though, the contrast 
is sharpest. For the scribes and Pharisees, 
whoever divorces his wife gives her a cer-
tificate of divorce—as if that were all there 
was to the matter. Their teaching greatly 
condenses a rather long and complicat-
ed statement in the law of Moses (Deut. 
24:1–4) and seriously distorts it. Though 
there was debate among the rabbis about 
just what offenses could justify a divorce as 
indicated in this passage, the practice that 
prevailed generally gave wide permission to 
husbands to divorce their wives. It became 
a matter of simply giving her a certificate 
of divorce. Jesus warned that this would 
frequently lead to subsequent adultery in 
a second marriage (unless the grounds of 
the divorce had been sexual immorality). 
The position showed a careless disregard 
for God’s foundational purpose for marriage 
as stated in Genesis 2:24 (see Matt. 19:4–6). 
The scribes and Pharisees were mainly con-
cerned about how much freedom a man 
could have in divorcing a wife, but Jesus 
told them that they must first be concerned 
about what he could do to cleave to his wife 
and preserve the marriage. 

We come finally to the first two antithe-
ses with which Jesus began. They deal with 
two of the Ten Commandments, the first 
with murder and the second with adultery. 
In each, Jesus expounds the commandment 
not just with its surface meaning concern-
ing physical murders and adulteries but 
also with the thoughts and intentions of 
the heart, with angry words and designs, 
and also sinful lusts, that lead to murder 
and adultery. Given the views of the scribes 
and Pharisees on vengeance and divorce, it 
is easy to see that they focused only on the 
outward acts and not the thoughts and in-
tentions that might lead to such acts. They 
focused only on the outside of the cup, not 
on what was inside (Matt. 23:25). They did 
all their deeds to be seen by other people 
(v. 5), but Jesus calls for a life that is coram 
Deo, before the face of God, who looks on 
the heart as well as the outward person.

Jesus calls for a righteousness that ex-
ceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees. 
But what He demands, He also fulfills. 
Unlike the scribes and Pharisees (v. 3), He 
practices what He preaches, and He does 
so perfectly. He calls us to this same righ-
teousness, so that we may be perfect, even 
as our heavenly Father is perfect. But be-
cause we are dead in our trespasses and 
sins, it is not within our power. So in His 
grace and love, He saves us from our sins 
(1:21). He bestows His own righteousness 
on us, imputing it to us that we might be 
justified before God. And then by His Holy 
Spirit given to us, He begins to transform 
us into His own image, so that His righ-
teousness will one day appear in us. Then 
His word of command will become the 
fulfillment of His promise: “Therefore you 
are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father 
is perfect” (5:48, NASB).  
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The Kingdom’s  
Personal Piety

J O S H  M O O D Y



he word piety does kind of 
stick in the throat. What does 
it mean? Being pious for some 
can mean a holier-than-thou at-

titude that is off-putting at best and at worst 
is downright filled with spiritual pride. For 
others, being pious is deeply rooted in the 
history of the evangelical pietism of the 
Moravians, who influenced John Wesley 
and thus the whole evangelical awaken-
ing of the eighteenth century and on into 

our day. Most probably think of piety as 
some practical “spiritual disciplines” for 
the individual.

Chapter 6 of Matthew’s gospel, the cen-
ter of the famous Sermon on the Mount, is 
then instructive for our presumptions of 
what piety means and how to put it into 
practice in a number of interesting ways. 
First of all, notice the list of topics that our 
Lord chooses. Giving, prayer, fasting—so 
far, so normal in terms of what we would 
expect under the topic of piety—then mon-
ey again, this time from a different angle, 
which is perhaps not so surprising given 
the preponderant difficulty that most hu-
mans have with money and possessions. 
But then Jesus finishes with a long section 
on anxiety or worry, which is not exactly 
a “spiritual discipline” as such, and in the 
middle of that is one of the more well-known 
statements in the Sermon on the Mount 
about seeking first the kingdom of God. 

Second but more importantly still, notice 
the ongoing contrast that runs through-
out this chapter. Over and over again, Je-
sus is telling His followers not to be “like 
them,” those who make a display of pi-
ety, but instead to be “like this,” those who 
give thought only to God as their audience. 
You can see this contrast in Matthew 6:1–2, 
where Jesus describes the extraordinary 
showy behavior of givers at the time and 
then tells His followers, “Sound no trumpet 
before you, as the hypocrites do in the syn-
agogues and in the streets, that they may 
be praised by others.” So don’t be like them. 
Instead, be like this: “When you give to the 
needy, do not let your left hand know what 
your right hand is doing” (v. 3).

You can see the same contrast when He 
teaches on prayer: “When you pray, you 
must not be like the hypocrites” (v. 5). So 
don’t be like them. Instead, be like this: 
“When you pray, go into your room . . .” (v. 6).

We can see the same contrast in Jesus’ 
teaching on fasting: “When you fast, do 
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not look gloomy like the hypocrites . . .” 
(v. 16). Instead, “when you fast, anoint your 
head and wash your face . . .” (v. 17). Don’t 
be like them; instead, be like this.

The only break in this pattern is with 
Jesus’ teaching on treasures in heaven. He 
does not explicitly follow the same kind 
of wording, but the contrast is implicit: 
“Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on 
earth” (v. 19), implying that this is the sort 
of thing that many people do. We are not 
to be like them. Instead, “lay up for your-
selves treasures in heaven . . .” (v. 20).

Jesus’ teaching at the end of the chapter 
on worry or anxiety has the same contrast 
once more. Having described all the anxiety 
that comes from running after the things 
of this world, He says, “The Gentiles seek 
after all these things . . .” (v. 32). So don’t 
be like them. Instead, be like this: “Seek 
first the kingdom of God and his righteous-
ness . . .” (v. 33).

To understand what Jesus is saying here 
about piety, then, we must understand the 
two groups He is contrasting in His teaching. 
There are those whom Jesus calls hypokri-
teai or “hypocrites” (vv. 2, 5, 16) and anoth-
er group he calls ethnikoi, “Gentiles” (vv. 7, 
32). When it comes to giving, prayer, and 
fasting, we are to avoid the example of the 
hypocrites. When it comes to avoiding the 
example of the gentiles, we must beware 
of their example of prayer also, but singu-
larly only their example when it comes to 
anxiety. Presumably both hypocrites and 
gentiles have a problem when it comes to 
storing up treasures on earth. 

Given that “Gentiles” must refer to the 
non-Jewish religiosity of the ancient world, 
mainly the Greco-Roman culture of the time, 
it follows that the religiosity that Jesus is re-
ferring to by the term “hypocrites” relates to 
the practices of some of the Jews of His day. 
Indeed, He makes that association irrefutable 
by mentioning the “synagogues” in verses 2 
and 5. We may not conclude that Matthew 

means that all followers of the Jewish way 
of life were hypocrites in his day. After all, 
he has already warmly described the piety 
of Joseph and Mary, not to mention that he 
himself was also a Jew. The point is that there 
were religious leaders in Jesus’ day who were 
hypocrites, putting on a show of religiosity, 
of piety, but who did not have the real thing. 
Similarly, there were pagans or gentiles in 
Jesus’ day who had also gotten it wrong when 
it came to piety. 

The hypocrites appear to have a right idea 
of God, broadly speaking, but a basic lack 
of interest in pleasing Him versus looking 
good in the eyes of other people. On the other 
hand, the gentiles have a wrong idea of God 
and a wrong view of piety. They think they 
will be heard for their many words (v. 7), 
meaning that they have a sort of magical 
idea of prayer that stems from a pagan view 
of God. Or they are anxious because they 
don’t understand that our heavenly Father 
knows that we need these basic necessities 
(v. 32). The hypocrites, by contrast, are just 
much more interested—in practice—in 
what people think than in what God thinks. 
They want to be “seen” by men (v. 1). They 
announce their giving with “trumpets,” ob-
viously so that it can impress people (v. 2). 
Or again, the hypocrites pray outside where 
everyone can see their prayerfulness (v. 5), 
and if they are fasting, they make sure that 
they look really miserable so that every-
one can know that they are fasting (v. 16). 

The key, then, to real, godly, biblical piety 
is both to know God and to want to please 
Him. We need to avoid the mistake of the 
gentiles, thinking that God is like some sort 
of divine slot machine, that He is bound 
to hear us and give us what we want if we 
pray long enough and with enough fancy 
theological words. Further, we must also 
not think that somehow God is so distant 
from the world that He doesn’t really care 
what happens to us, so we’d better make 
sure that we take care of ourselves. “God 
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looks after those who look after themselves” 
might be a well-known phrase, but it’s not 
a biblical one. 

But we also need to avoid the mistake 
of well-brought-up religious people who 
may know who God is in theory but in 
practice display religious behavior that 
betrays a fundamental commitment to im-
pressing people. How easy it is to be like 
that, to act for the praise of people in every-
thing from standard acts of piety such as 
prayer to writing books and articles. That 
is not to say that we should be deliberate-
ly rude or unwise in how we treat people. 
(A topic for another article is the need for 
godly kindness in our dealings with our 
fellow human beings.) But it is to say that, 
as Jesus puts it, we should seek first God’s 
kingdom and His righteousness, trusting 
that all these other things will be added to 
us too, as we need them, and according to 
our Father’s wisdom. 

One of the most influential sermons I 
ever read was preached by Jonathan Ed-
wards on this text about seeking first the 
kingdom of God. He made the point at some 
length that we have in front of us the best 
possible deal that any of us could imagine. 
If we will commit to minding God’s king-
dom, His affairs, His business, then God 
will commit to minding our affairs for us. 
Who would not throw his lot in with God 
and let God take care of him? That is the 
heart of kingdom piety. All the details of 
what it means day to day will be sorted out 
as we not only know who God is but actu-
ally commit to seeking first His kingdom. 
Then we will truly give, pray, fast, and—in 
our anxiety-driven age, perhaps most im-
portantly of all—not worry.  
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The Heavenly 
Kingdom  
and the Earthly 
Kingdom

S . M .  B A U G H

atthew 7:1–12 is part of the 
“Manual for Kingdom Living” 
otherwise called the Sermon 
on the Mount (Matt. 5–7), 

which actually seems to be a sampling 
of Jesus’ teaching on the kingdom conduct-
ed over a period of time (see 4:17, 23). The 
kingdom of God or of heaven is the new 
creation to be consummated at the return 
of Christ. The first creation or kingdom 
of the world (Rev. 11:15) is dominated by 
sin and death for its subjects, while we 
who trust in Christ receive the gracious 
gift of citizenship in the new-creation 
realm, though now we must suffer for a 
little while until the consummation (5:3, 
10–12; see 1 Peter 1:6; 5:10).

Jesus’ teaching clarifies that the heirs of 
life in the kingdom of heaven live on this 
side of glory in the old creation alongside 
and thus in view of those who are of the 
world. We are not of the world, but we are 
in it and are to act as salt and light emis-
saries to the earthly kingdom even as we 
temporarily share in its afflictions (John 
15:16–19; 2 Cor. 4:16–5:5, 17; Phil. 3:19–21). 
For us, afflictions are sanctifying, not acts 
of divine judgment (Rom. 8:1; James 1:2–4), 
and we know that our witness to Christ in 
this era is part of God’s patience as He grants 
time for the lost to repent (Acts 17:30–31; 
Rom. 2:4; 2 Peter 3:9–10).

Our passage, Matthew 7:1–12, consists 
of four sections: verses 1–5, 6, 7–11, and 12. 
One of the main issues that we will face is 
how these sections relate to one another, 
which we will do as we look at each in order.

Matthew 7:1–5 (see Luke 6:41–42) is rel-
atively easy to interpret on its own. It is, 
ironically, both a stern and a humorous 
warning against hypocritical severity among 
the people of God. The rigor of the Lord’s 
statement is underlined by His reproof: 
“You hypocrite” (Matt. 7:5; see Prov. 3:11 for 

M
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of Jesus’ teaching in places like this for the 
purpose of catching the attention of His 
audience and, in this case, of accenting the 
absurdity of the hypercritical hypocrite. 
Ultimately, hypocrisy can have no place 
among the citizens of the kingdom of heav-
en, and it is particularly heinous because it 
brings dishonor on God (see Rom. 2:23 in 
context). Instead, our lives must conform 
to the transformed reality that we are a 
divine work of new creation through the 
Spirit (Rom. 6:4; Eph. 2:10). The corollary 
ethic of Matthew 7:1–5 is the purity of love 

Bridge at Hautville, Adolphe Appian (1870), Etching on paper, The Art Institute of Chicago.

wisdom and heeding the Lord’s reproof). 
Elsewhere, Jesus speaks about those out-
side as hypocrites (e.g., Matt. 6:2, 5, 16; 15:7; 
22:18) on whom He pronounces “woes” 
(see 23:13, 15, 23, 25, 27; 24:51). But here, 
the censure of the overly critical hypocrite 
catches our attention and calls for sober 
reflection of our own lives and attitudes.

The humor in Matthew 7:1–5 consists of 
the contrast of the hypocrite with a “log” 
(or roof beam) in his eye versus the “speck” 
(or particle of sawdust) in his brother’s eye. 
One scholar has noted the “extravagance” 



and mercy toward others in obedience to 
a King who Himself displays gentle com-
passion toward all (e.g., Matt. 11:28–29).

As we turn to Matthew 7:6, Jesus uses a 
metaphor that references dogs, which in 
ancient Jewish culture were quintessen-
tially base animals (e.g., Ex. 22:31; 2 Kings 
8:13; Rev. 22:15) comparable to fools (Prov. 
26:11) or to false teachers in the midst of 
a congregation (Phil. 3:2; 2 Peter 2:1–22). 
Swine, too, were proverbially impure brutes 
(2 Peter 2:22) such that the Prodigal Son’s 
debasement is exemplified by his having 
to feed pigs and even longing for their in-
edible feed (Luke 15:15–16). Pearls were 
particularly valuable in the ancient world 
(e.g., Matt. 13:46; Rev. 21:21), though they 
are obviously less than useless to swine. 
These dogs who have no interest in sacred 
things thrown to them were feral dogs who 
roamed cities in packs (Ps. 59:6, 14), not 
house dogs that might eat scraps under 
the table (e.g., Matt. 15:27).

What, then, is Jesus’ point in making 
the memorable statement in Matthew 7:6? 
The best answer connects it to verses 1–5,  
where Jesus has just warned of the danger 
of hypocritical judgment of one’s “broth-
er,” which identifies the other person as 
a fellow member of the church, whether 
brother or sister. But then Jesus ends with 
the expectation that we are obliged to help 
one another even if it involves exhortation 
and reproof: “First take the log out of your 
own eye, and then you will see clearly to 
take the speck out of your brother’s eye” 
(v. 5). Many places in the New Testament 
confirm this responsibility that we have 
toward one another (e.g., 18:15–17; Gal. 
6:1; 1 Thess. 5:14; Heb. 3:13), with a signal 
example being Paul’s reproof of Peter in 
Antioch (Gal. 2:11–14).

What Jesus is saying in Matthew 7:6, 
then, is that one must take care in offer-
ing admonishment to a brother or sister 
in the church. It requires wisdom and dis-

cernment in how one goes about it and to 
whom it is offered. Reproof of outsiders by 
us—rather than by the Lord—is fraught 
with potential failure, as the parable in 
verse 6 illustrates so dramatically (see Jude). 
But restoration of a brother or sister is al-
ways of great importance and “will cover 
a multitude of sins” (James 5:19–20).

We also find that the next section (Matt. 
7:7–11) is not hard to understand in general 
but is difficult to connect to the surround-
ing statements. The verses open with an 
assurance that prayer to our Father will be 
answered because of His fatherly goodness, 
so that He delights to supply what is need-
ed for His children. “Seeking” here (v. 7) is 
reminiscent of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 
6:25–34 about the Lord’s abundant supply 
for us, relieving us of anxiety for tomorrow.

Yet how do verses 7–11 fit into the con-
text? The answer is provided in the parallel 
passage in Luke (Luke 11:9–13), which has 
one key difference from Matthew’s account 
at the end. In Matthew, the Father provides 
“good things” to those who ask and seek 
(Matt. 7:11), whereas in Luke 11:13 Jesus 
says, “How much more will the heavenly 
Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask 
him!” The Holy Spirit is the quintessential 
good gift given to the children of God, for 
in Him we have all things for growth in 
godliness in this life and for resurrection 
life in the age to come.

Now we see the connection of Mat-
thew 7:7–11 with its context. It is our 
privilege to intervene for one another 
when restoration and repentance of a 
brother or sister are needed (vv. 5–6). “If 
anyone sees his brother committing a sin 
not leading to death, he shall ask, and 
God will give him life—to those who 
commit sins that do not lead to death” 
(1 John 5:16). In some cases, such inter-
cession is granted even for those outside 
(e.g., Matt. 18:15; 1 Cor. 7:16; 1 Peter 3:1). 
Eternal life through the Holy Spirit is the 

20  T A B L E T A L K  M A R C H  2 0 2 3



supreme gift that the Father can grant 
to us, so we ought to pray for others all 
the more zealously in light of what Jesus 
teaches in Matthew 7:7–11.

The last verse of the passage (v. 12) also 
looks disconnected from the context, but 
it seems clear that the Golden Rule artic-
ulated here connects especially to vers-
es 1–5 and the verses that flow from it. 
Who wants a severe critic with a log in his 
eye to try to clear sawdust out of our eye? 
To the critic, Jesus says to treat others as 
you would be treated. And flowing from 
this, qualify your actions toward others 
with wisdom and discernment (v. 6) and 
especially with loving prayer for them 
(vv. 7–11). Who doesn’t want our broth-
ers’ and sisters’ prayers? So we pray for 
them and fulfill biblical teaching (“the 
Law and the Prophets”) by acting on our 
duties toward others with love (Lev. 19:18; 
Matt. 19:19; 22:37–40).

But if the focus in Matthew 7:1–11 has 
been on our treatment of fellow citizens 
of the kingdom of God, verse 12 now broad-
ens this to our actions toward subjects of 
this world as well (“others”; see  Luke 10:29–
37). Jesus  teaches here essentially what 
He makes more focused elsewhere: we are 
salt and light in the world as emissaries of 
the kingdom of heaven. Without the king-
dom’s embassy, the world is tasteless, blind, 
and groping in pitch blackness (see Acts 
17:27). But the way that we treat others 
inside and outside the church acts as clear 
testimony to the new-creation work tak-
ing place in us: “By this all people will know 
that you are my disciples, if you have love 
for one another” (John 13:35). This place 
in John is a good summary of the teaching 
of our King in Matthew 7:1–12.  
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Entering  
the Kingdom
R O B E R T  J .  C A R A



consider whether he is truly a believer in 
the King of the kingdom of God. 

These four comments present a grand 
choice—one is either in the kingdom or 
not. Yes, there are many situations in life 
in which reality is a continuum of various 
shades of gray. But for this issue, there is 
no gray area; there is no third way. There 
is only living for the triune God or not. 

The first memorable comment contrasts the 
narrow and broad ways (vv. 13–14). The true 
believer enters the kingdom through the nar-
row gate and continues to his ultimate home 
along the narrow way. The narrowness of the 
gate and way make it difficult to travel. At the 
metaphor level, traveling with a significant 
amount of belongings and luggage on the 
narrow way entails bumping up against the 
walls and hedges. At the reality level, Jesus is 
noting that the path of the kingdom of God 
has its difficulties. For example, as Jesus had 
previously said, those on the narrow road may 
be reviled and persecuted for their belief in 
Jesus (5:11). As a generality, there will not be 
crowds flocking to the narrow way. “For the 
gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads 
to life, and those who find it are few” (7:14).

By contrast, at the metaphor level, the 
broad gate and path make travel easy. One 
can take lots of luggage, and there is no 
problem. In fact, even though there will be 
many on this path, it is so wide that there 
still will be no congestion or bumping into 
others’ luggage. At the reality level, Jesus 
is noting that there are those who do not 
truly put their trust in Him. In the short 
run, this is the easy choice that many make, 
but in the end, it leads to horrendous conse-
quences. “For the gate is wide and the way 
is easy that leads to destruction, and those 
who enter by it are many” (v. 13). 

Second, Jesus notes a difficulty for those 
in the kingdom (vv. 15–20). They will be 
assailed by false prophets. In fact, these 
false prophets will seemingly be mem-
bers of the kingdom. But in truth, they 

uch of the Sermon on the Mount 
is Jesus’ teaching on kingdom 
living. This includes explicit 
and specific ethical teaching. 

The specific ethical teaching more or less 
ends with the Golden Rule in Matthew 7:12. 
From that point until the end of the ser-
mon (vv. 13–27), Jesus gives four memorable 
paragraph-level comments. Each of the four 
presses on the reader the need to seriously 
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will be wolves in sheep’s clothing. Jesus 
notes that their “fruits” of bad teaching 
and selfish actions will eventually show 
who they really are. He uses agricultural 
metaphors to make His point. Grapes are 
not gathered from thornbushes, and figs 
are not gathered from thistles. Good fruit 
comes from healthy trees, not diseased ones. 
Bad fruit comes from diseased trees, not 
healthy ones. In the end, “every tree that 
does not bear good fruit is cut down and 
thrown into the fire” (v. 19). 

Although the point concerns false proph-
ets, Jesus is subtly also pressing that all true 
members of the kingdom will produce good 
“fruits” (see Luke 6:43–45). They will believe 
and act appropriately. The mark of a false 
prophet and the mark of a false member of 
the kingdom is the same. Yes, true believers 
do sin, but in general, their lives should be 
characterized by true belief and good works. 
Just as the mark of a false prophet and the 
mark of a false member is the same, so also 
the final destination—“cut down and thrown 
into the fire”—is the same. The consequences 
of not trusting in Jesus are significant. 

Third, in Matthew 7:21–23, Jesus speaks 
of those who do not truly believe in Him. At 
the judgment, they may say, “Lord, Lord,” 
and point to the works that they suppos-
edly did for God. Unfortunately, they will 
hear the devastating words, “I never knew 
you; depart from me, you workers of law-
lessness” (v. 23). At the judgment, there are 
only two groups: those with the Lord and 
those who have departed from Him.

Jesus is aware that those listening to Him 
in the historical situation and later reading 
this text are a mixed group. Most consider 
themselves true believers; in fact, however, 
many are not. Jesus has designed His com-
ment to make each one consider whether 
he truly believes in Him and whether his 
life reflects that reality. Who will enter the 
kingdom of heaven? “The one who does the 
will of my Father who is in heaven” (v. 21).

At the judgment, 
there are only two 
groups: those with 
the Lord and those 
who have departed 
from Him. 
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Some will not take Jesus’ point serious-
ly—they attend church or are “spiritual,” 
and that is good enough. Others will take 
this comment to heart. Some, upon recon-
sideration of themselves, will for the first 
time truly believe. For those who are al-
ready believers, it is always appropriate to 
reevaluate oneself to confirm one’s calling 
and election (2 Peter 1:10). 

Jesus’ fourth and final comment is very 
well known (Matt. 7:24–27). I remember it 
fondly from my childhood Sunday school 
and vacation Bible school days. John Calvin 
was also struck by it. He singled it out by 
calling it, somewhat underwhelmingly, 
“an attractive simile.” 

Jesus begins by declaring that a kingdom 
person is one “who hears these words of 
mine and does them” (v. 24). This is a wise 
person. A foolish person may hear Jesus’ 
words but not truly believe or obey them. 
What is memorable, however, is Jesus’ met-
aphor to compare the two. The wise person 
builds his house on the rock. Rain, floods, 
and wind come against it. “But it did not 
fall, because it had been founded on the 
rock” (v. 25). The foolish person builds his 
house on the sand. The same rain, floods, 
and wind come against it, but in this case, 
the house fell, and “great was the fall of 
it” (v. 27). Again, two options. Build on the 
rock or the sand—that is, trust Jesus or not. 
Note that Jesus ends the Sermon on the 
Mount with the house built on the sand, 
and even emphasizes the destruction of this 
choice—“great was the fall of it.”

Intriguingly and wonderfully for those 
who have ears to hear, Jesus refers to Him-
self in all four of the comments. He is the 
narrow way in verses 13–14. “I am the way, 
and the truth, and the life” (John 14:6). 

In Matthew 7:15–20, Jesus warns against 
false prophets, and He does this as the true 
Prophet. This is clearly shown a little later 
in the rock/sand metaphor. Whether one’s 
life is built on the rock or sand depends on 

whether one “hears these words of [His] and 
does them” (v. 24). Further, Jesus is not a wolf 
but the true Shepherd who cares about the 
sheep: “My sheep hear my voice, and I know 
them, and they follow me” (John 10:27).

Jesus refers to Himself as “Lord” and Judge 
in Matthew 7:21–23. Also, He calls God “my 
Father,” implying that He is the unique Son. 
Jesus later says about Himself and the judg-
ment, “When the Son of Man comes in his 
glory, . . . before him will be gathered all the 
nations, and he will separate people one 
from another as a shepherd separates the 
sheep from the goats” (25:31–32).

Finally, in Matthew 7:24–27, in addition 
to being the Prophet as mentioned above, 
Jesus is the foundational Rock: “And the 
rock [is] Christ” (1 Cor. 10:4). “No one can 
lay a foundation other than that which is 
laid, which is Jesus Christ” (3:11). Note that 
Jesus ends with Himself as the foundation. 
One needs to believe in this foundation. All 
our works that are evidences of being in the 
kingdom are ultimately only because of the 
grace of the foundation, the Rock, the Lord 
Jesus Christ. 

Yes, in one sense there are many religious 
options, not just two. But in a truer sense, 
there are really only two options: the Christ 
option and the not-Christ option. The not-
Christ option has many subsets, but they 
all collapse into one option that is opposed 
to Christ. Jesus declares that there is only 
the narrow way or the broad way; there is 
only a good tree with good fruit or a bad tree 
with bad fruit; there are only those who will 
be with Him or those departed from Him; 
and finally, there are only those who build 
on the rock or on the sand. Two options: 
Christ or not-Christ.  

DR. ROBERT J. CARA is provost, chief academic officer, 

and Hugh and Sallie Reaves Professor of New Testament 

at Reformed Theological Seminary in Charlotte, N.C. 

He is author of Cracking the Foundation of the New 

Perspective on Paul.
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“THIS PROPHETICAL 
DIGNITY IN CHRIST 

IS TO TEACH US, THE 
DOCTRINE WHICH 

HE DELIVERED IS 
SUBSTANTIALLY 

INCLUDED A WISDOM 
WHICH IS PERFECT IN 

ALL ITS PARTS.”
—John Calvin, from his Institutes 

of the Christian Religion

O ne of the most  common views 
about Jesus that we can find in the 
wider culture is that He was a good 

teacher. Even those who know very little 
about our Lord’s person, His work, and even 
His teaching will often have no problem 
agreeing that Christ is one of the greatest 
teachers who ever lived.

Certainly, it is true that 
Jesus is a good teacher. 
Yet He is far more than 
that, for He is the incar-
nate Lord who lived, 
died, and rose again for 
the sake of our salvation 
(John 1:1–18; 10:1–30;  
1 Tim. 3:16). We cannot 
separate His teaching 
from the rest of His mis-

sion. Without His person and work, His 
teaching would not have authority to de-
fine the faith or reveal the way of salvation.

This month we continue our study of 
Luke’s gospel, walking through chapters 
5–6. The authority of our Savior and His 
teaching is on full display in these chapters 

as He efficaciously calls 
disciples, forgives sins, in-
terprets and applies the 
Sabbath law, makes Him-
self the center of saving 
faith, and more. We will 
see how Jesus manifested 
His divine authority in His 
instruction, confirming it 
through miracles, as He 
conducted His earthly  
ministry.  

CHRIST, THE AUTHORITATIVE TEACHER

ABIDING IN THE WORD
These verses parallel the themes of the 

studies each week. We encourage you 

to hide them in your heart so that you 

may not sin against the Lord:

Week of  Ma rch 5  � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � N E H E M I A H  1 : 4

Week of  Ma rch 12  � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � M A R K  2 : 2 8

Week of  Ma rch 19  � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � E Z E K I E L  3 4 : 2 3

Week of  Ma rch 26  � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � L U K E  6 : 4 6

I N T O  the W O R D
M A R C H  2 0 2 3  D A I L Y  B I B L E  S T U D I E S
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CORAM DEO
Living before the  

face of God

1
WEDNESDAY

LUKE 5:1–10a “When Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees, saying, ‘Depart from me, for 
I am a sinful man, O Lord.’ For he and all who were with him were astonished at the catch of fish that 
they had taken” (vv. 8–9).

A MIRACULOUS CATCH OF FISH

The miracles that 
Jesus performed 

point us to His deity, 
and they demon-

strate that He is not 
someone whose 

words can be 
considered lightly. 
The teaching of 

Christ is not 
something we can 
take or leave, but 
our response to it 

will reveal whether 
we will enjoy eternal 

life or eternal 
destruction.

N ot long after Jesus officially began His public teaching min-
istry in the synagogue in Nazareth (Luke 4:16–30), large 
crowds began to seek Him out in order to hear Him and to 

receive healing (vv. 31–44). Luke begins today’s passage by telling us 
that on one occasion while Jesus was standing by “the lake of Gen-
nesaret” (i.e., the Sea of Galilee), the number of people seeking to meet 
Him was so great that they were pressing in on Him (5:1). In other 
words, things were getting crowded, and Jesus would have to move 
away from the crowd to be able to teach them.

Our Lord’s solution was to get into one of two boats on the shore and 
to put out into the water a little bit from the land. Then He sat down 
and began teaching the people (vv. 2–3). In those days, Jewish teach-
ers customarily taught from a sitting position, and the geography of 
the area created natural acoustics that would have made Jesus’ voice 
audible to the people on shore. The boat in which Jesus sat, Luke 5:3 
tells us, belonged to Simon—that is, Simon Peter—whose mother-in-
law Jesus had healed while ministering in the town of Capernaum 
(4:31–39). Given the existing relationship of Peter with Jesus, we are 
not surprised that he was happy to assist Jesus in moving away from 
the crowd.

Yet Peter found himself taken a bit off guard after Jesus finished 
teaching, for our Lord told him to cast his nets into the water to catch 
fish. Peter’s first response was to tell Jesus that they had been fishing 
all night unsuccessfully. Nevertheless, Peter’s implied protest gave 
way to trust in Jesus’ words, for Peter said that he would put down 
his nets into the water at the word of Jesus. Peter believed Christ, for 
that is what true disciples of Christ do, and as Jesus promised, Peter 
caught fish. In fact, he caught so many fish that the nets could bare-
ly hold them, and Peter had to signal others to help him bring in the 
large haul (5:5–7).

Whether Jesus anticipated the successful catch because He knew 
that fish were already there or because He somehow called fish to the 
net, our Lord performed a miracle that day. Peter responded by recog-
nizing his own unholiness (vv. 8–9). Indeed, this is what happens 
whenever sinful creatures come into the presence of the Holy One 
(see also Isa. 6:1–5). On that day, Peter began to realize that Jesus is 
more than a mere man, and in light of the full biblical witness, we 
know that Jesus is God incarnate (John 1:1–18).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Psalm 119:115 

Matthew 13:47–50 
Mark 1:16–20 
John 21:1–8

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Numbers 26–27 
Mark 8:22–9:1
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CORAM DEO
Living before the  

face of God

2
THURSDAY

LUKE 5:10b–11 “Jesus said to Simon, ‘Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching men’ ” (v. 10b).

FISHERS OF MEN

The call to make 
followers of Jesus 

that was first given 
to the twelve 
disciples now 

belongs to the whole 
church (Matt. 

28:18–20). We are 
called to tell people 
about Jesus and to 

teach them 
everything He has 
commanded. There 
are many ways to 
accomplish this. As 

we support the 
church’s work 

financially and with 
our time, and as we 
seek to know Jesus 

ourselves so that we 
can teach others, we 
are serving as fishers 

of men.

P eter did not meet Jesus for the first time on that day when he 
had a miraculous catch of fish on the lake of Gennesaret—
that is, the Sea of Galilee (Luke 5:1–10a). Earlier, our Lord 

had healed Peter’s mother-in-law in Capernaum (4:31–39), and John 
1:35–42 tells us that Peter’s brother Andrew first introduced Peter 
to Jesus. But the day on which Peter had the large catch of fish after 
Jesus taught the crowds from his boat did mark the beginning of 
Peter’s ministry. We learn this from today’s passage. 

After mentioning that James and John, the sons of Zebedee, were 
there with Peter, Luke says that Jesus told Peter that he would be 
“catching men” from that moment on (Luke 5:10b). Jesus was play-
ing off an image from Peter’s vocation to describe his new calling. 
Peter had worked as a fisherman catching fish, but from that point 
forward he would be catching men in the sense of bringing them to 
Jesus as new disciples of the Savior. The term translated “men” here 
is inclusive of males and females, and in the Greek the adjective 
meaning “living” is attached. Peter—and by extension James, John, 
and other disciples—would catch “living people” for Jesus. There 
is a contrast here with normal fishing. Usually someone catches 
fish and then kills them for food, but in the work of discipleship, 
one catches individuals who remain alive. Indeed, it is in becoming 
disciples of Jesus that we actually find true life. Christ came so that 
we “may have life and have it abundantly” (John 10:10).

Our Lord’s use of the fishing metaphor also likely alludes to sev-
eral Old Testament texts that have overtones of judgment. Jeremi-
ah 16:14–21, for example, says that judgment on the sins of the 
Israelites would occur so that they could come back from their 
exile among the nations, and in the process God would send forth 
fishers to catch the individuals among the nations. Amos 4:2 refers 
to the historical practice of the Assyrian Empire in taking away 
the exiles of Israel from their land by putting fishhooks through 
their noses and leading them away, and of course, Assyria’s con-
quering of Israel was an act of divine judgment. With this back-
ground in mind, divine judgment is always in view as the gospel 
is proclaimed and people are commanded to receive Christ. Those 
who are caught in the nets of the gospel, as it were, and trust in 
Jesus will escape God’s wrathful judgment because Christ has been 
judged in their place (Isa. 52:13–53:12).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Isaiah 37:21–38 

Ezekiel 29 
Habakkuk 1:12–17 

Acts 11:19–30

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Numbers 28–29 

Mark 9:2–29
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CORAM DEO
Living before the  

face of God

3
FRIDAY

LUKE 5:12–15 “Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him, saying, ‘I will; be clean.’ And immediately 
the leprosy left him” (v. 13).

JESUS HEALS A LEPER

True faith does not 
demand that God 

act. Rather, true faith 
humbly asks the 
Lord to intervene, 
acknowledging His 

ability to do all 
things while 

remembering that 
He acts only 

according to His 
perfect will. If we 

recognize the power 
of God and His 

freedom to act in 
line with what He 

has willed, we have 
begun to understand 
what the prayer of 

faith looks like.

I n the earthly ministry of Jesus, word and deed went hand in 
hand. Our Savior not only taught people spiritual truth but also 
attended to their physical needs with His healing touch. Luke 

5:1–16 illustrates this truth, describing our Lord’s teaching crowds of 
people before describing one of His healing miracles.

Today’s passage tells us about an occasion when Jesus healed a man 
with leprosy. This took place while Jesus “was in one of the cities” 
(v. 12). Although Luke does not name the city, we know that it was 
one of the cities of Galilee, since Jesus had just been teaching on the 
shores of “the lake of Gennesaret,” or the Sea of Galilee (see vv. 1–11), 
and this miracle must have taken place somewhere nearby.

In that city, a “man full of leprosy” approached Jesus, begging for 
healing (v. 12). The word translated here and elsewhere in Scripture 
as “leprosy” actually refers to a number of different skin conditions 
and not necessarily Hansen’s disease, which is what people today of-
ten think of when they hear “leprosy.” The man was suffering from a 
skin disease of some kind, and though we cannot be sure of its exact 
identity, it was a serious matter. Under the old covenant, a persistent 
skin disease rendered one ritually impure, and someone who suffered 
from such a disease had to be isolated and could take part in normal 
society again only after a priest evaluated the diseased person and 
performed cleansing rituals (Lev. 13–14).

Jesus’ healing of the leprous man here dramatically illustrates the 
man’s faith and our Savior’s compassion. The man had no doubt that 
Jesus was able to make him clean—to remove his disease and restore 
him to a state of ritual purity—and he knew that he could not de-
mand restoration but had to submit himself to Jesus’ will. Only if Jesus 
was willing would he be healed (Luke 5:12). Jesus touched him, even 
though we know from other stories in the Gospels that Jesus did not 
have to be in physical contact with a person to restore him (v. 13; see 
7:1–10). This man had not received physical contact in a long time 
because people would not have wanted to contract ritual unclean-
ness from him, but Jesus compassionately extended human touch. 
Nothing can make Him as the perfect Son of God unclean, but rather 
He cleanses that which is defiled.

Our Lord told the man to show himself to the priests, according to 
the stipulations of the Mosaic law, to prove his healing. News of the 
cleansing rapidly spread afterward (Luke 5:14–15; see Lev. 13–14).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Jeremiah 32:17 
James 4:13–17

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Numbers 30–31 

Mark 9:30–50

THE WEEKEND  
Numbers 32–35 

Mark 10
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M A R Y  B E E K E

MUNDANE BLESSINGS

W E E K E N D  D E V O T I O N A L
M A R C H  4 – 5

Y our children wake up in the morn-
ing. One of them groans, “I’m tired 
of school.” Your heart echoes, “And 

for me, the same drudgery today.” Or you 
head out to work on this dark, chilly morn-
ing, saying, “Another day; another dollar.” 
You run to the store, and droopy faces 
complain, “Will spring ever arrive?” The 
pre-suppertime hour arrives, everybody is 
edgy, and you aren’t thinking the sweetest 
thoughts about your kids. 

Most of us live lives of routine. This week 
is the same as the last and the next. Parts of 
life are boring. Life is not a party. 

But listen, friends; that’s fine. The every-
day events of life are a blessing. If you are 
in a rut of bemoaning the mundane, just 
think about what your life would be like 
without the sameness. 

Friends of ours recently lost their 
eighteen- year-old son in an accident. They 
would tell you: “Appreciate every moment 
with your children, even the frustrating 
ones. You don’t know how many days and 
years you’ll have together.” 

Cancer has become the uninvited guest 
in another family’s home. They would wel-
come their repetitive workaday life of a 
couple of years ago instead of the frequent 
treks to the doctor and the weakness, pain, 
and nausea.

Let’s count our blessings in Christ—the 
big ones, but even the little ones. They make 
up the bigger part of our lives, and they add 
up to big blessings. Let’s pray for grateful, 
humble, God-glorifying optimism.

Every moment is a gift of God. “While 
the earth remaineth, seedtime and har-

vest, and cold and heat, and summer and 
winter, and day and night shall not cease” 
(Gen. 8:22, KJV). The fact that we still have 
these cycles means that we have life and 
the world hasn’t ended yet. God gives us 
routine. With every rotation of the earth, 
we eat, work, interact with others, and 
sleep. Our children are born; they grow 
and learn. Six days a week we labor, and 
one day we rest and worship Him. The 
years come and go. We enjoy the good 
of our labor because it’s the gift of God. 
It’s all beautiful.

Only believers in Christ can truly enjoy 
life because we have hope—hope that flows 
from trusting God for life and for eternity. 
We have a place to go during the tough 
times of life. Let this hope fuel our optimism. 
This optimism grows in the soil of humility. 
We know that we are sinners who deserve 
neither God’s saving grace nor His kind 
care that we receive every day. Therefore, 
our hearts are filled with gratitude today, 
even though today is the same as yesterday.

So count your blessings. The sun is shin-
ing. The shadows are simply the cover of 
His wings (Ps. 57:1). Thank the Lord for 
the measure of health and provision He 
has given you. Love your people. Pray for 
open eyes to see His everyday graces, as 
He holds your hand in His. Glorify God in 
all your ways. And heartily enjoy your 
mundane blessings because of Christ and 
His faithfulness.

MARY BEEKE is author of The Law of Kindness and 

Teach Them to Work and has served as a schoolteacher 

and a nurse.
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CORAM DEO
Living before the  

face of God

6
MONDAY

LUKE 5:16 “[Jesus] would withdraw to desolate places and pray.”

THE PRAYER LIFE OF JESUS

Prayer can be 
difficult at times, but 

we do not need to 
overcomplicate it. 
We simply need to 

work at getting into 
a regular rhythm of 
prayer, focusing less 

on the length of 
time we pray every 

time we come 
before the Lord and 

more on making 
prayer a habit. Even 

a few minutes of 
thoughtful prayer a 
day can do much for 

deepening our 
relationship with the 
Lord and recharging 

our spiritual 
strength. 

T he leprous man was confident that Jesus was able to heal 
him, and he approached our Lord in faith, believing that 
Jesus would in fact exercise His healing power if it was His 

will to do so (Luke 5:12). As we have seen, it was indeed Jesus’ will 
to heal the man, and when our Lord touched him, he was cleansed 
(v. 13). An ordinary person could not come into contact with a leper 
without himself becoming unclean (Lev. 5:1–3), but Jesus was not 
rendered ritually impure by touching the leprous man. Instead, the 
sick man was cleansed and Jesus remained pure, demonstrating 
that He is no ordinary individual. He is, in fact, the incarnate Son 
of God (John 1:1–18). Interestingly, Jesus did not want the healed 
man to make his healing widely known, possibly because it would 
increase His fame and might lead His public ministry to attract the 
attention of the ruling authorities before the proper time. Yet Jesus 
did want testimony to be given at least to the Jewish priests, for He 
told the man to go to be inspected by them for cleanliness as pre-
scribed in the Mosaic law (Luke 5:14; see Lev. 13–14).

News of the healing did become widely known, and many came 
to be healed by our Savior. This prompted Jesus to “withdraw to 
desolate places and pray,” as we see in today’s passage (Luke 5:16). 
Luke is not the only Evangelist to tell us this, for all four Gospels 
note that Jesus would spend time in prayer, sometimes even for 
lengthy periods of time (e.g., Matt. 26:36; Mark 1:35; John 17). If 
we are not careful, we might miss how remarkable this is. Surely 
if anyone might not need to pray, it would be Jesus, for as the in-
carnate second person of the Trinity, He enjoyed perfect commu-
nion with our Father. Yet Christ would still spend time with God 
in prayer, drawing from Him the strength He needed to continue 
in His work as the perfect Mediator between the Creator and hu-
man beings. Moreover, even in His glorified state, Jesus continues 
to pray, interceding for His people (Heb. 7:25). This helps us under-
stand that we really cannot do without prayer.

Dr. R.C. Sproul writes in his commentary on Luke that “if it was 
necessary for the Lord Jesus to find that strengthening and intimate 
power from being alone with the Father, how much more impor-
tant is it for us to be before the Father, gaining strength from His 
Spirit?” If the Son of God needed to pray, so do we. Without regular 
prayer, our effectiveness in ministry will diminish.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Nehemiah 1:4 
Proverbs 15:29 
Matthew 14:23 

1 Thessalonians 5:17

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Numbers 36–Deut� 1 

Mark 11:1–14
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Living before the  

face of God

7
TUESDAY

LUKE 5:17–20 “When [Jesus] saw their faith, he said, ‘Man, your sins are forgiven you’ ” (v. 20).

JESUS FORGIVES THE PARALYTIC

We should not treat 
the alleviation of 

physical suffering as 
a minor thing. At the 

same time, we 
should be careful not 

to make it the 
ultimate thing. The 

most important 
need of every 

human being is to be 
reconciled to God, to 

receive His 
forgiveness in and 

through the atoning 
death of His Son. 

True gospel ministry 
begins by 

proclaiming our need 
to be reconciled to 

our most holy 
Creator.

T he leper whom Jesus healed in Galilee possessed great faith, 
knowing that our Savior was fully able to cleanse him of 
his disease (Luke 5:12–16). Not long after Jesus healed this 

man, He had an encounter with another group of men who evi-
denced strong, persevering trust in Him. This meeting is described 
in Luke 5:17–26, where we read about Jesus’ healing the paralyzed 
man who was lowered through the roof by his friends.

Verses 17–20 will be our focus today. Luke tells us that Pharisees 
and teachers of the law, men widely renowned for their expertise in 
the Scriptures, had come to see Jesus as He taught and healed people 
(v. 17). While Christ was teaching in a house, a group of men came, 
carrying a bed on which a paralyzed friend of theirs lay (v. 18; see 
Mark 2:1–3). The crowd was so great that they could not make their 
way in through the door, so they climbed onto the roof, removed a 
portion of it, and lowered their friend in so that he would be in Je-
sus’ presence, obviously in the hopes that our Lord would heal him 
(Luke 5:19). Here we should note the clear love that the group of men 
had for their paralyzed friend. They did not let the large crowd keep 
them from soliciting Jesus’ assistance but went to great lengths to 
see their friend made well. By their actions, they embodied Proverbs 
17:17, which tells us that “a friend loves at all times, and a brother is 
born for adversity.” Surely we can learn from their example.

Of course, Luke recorded this story not merely to give us a good 
example of brotherly love but to tell us something about Jesus and 
about our greatest need. We see in Luke 5:20 that when Jesus saw 
the paralyzed man lowered before Him, He forgave the man’s sins. 
This indicates that Jesus has divine authority to pardon transgres-
sions, a point that we will consider in more detail in our next study. 
For now, let us note that Jesus’ first response to the man in forgiv-
ing his sins and not in providing physical healing indicates some-
thing important about the man’s greatest need. Our Lord would 
restore the man’s ability to walk (vv. 21–26), but He did not start 
there. While alleviating the paralytic’s suffering was important, 
his more fundamental need was to be reconciled to God. Receiving 
physical healing from the Lord is no minor thing, but without His 
forgiveness, eternal suffering will follow (Rom. 3:1–4:25; Rev. 20:11–
15). Jesus forgave the man first because he needed that more than 
anything else.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Isaiah 1:18 

Matthew 9:1–8 
Luke 24:44–49 
2 Cor� 5:11–21

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Deuteronomy 2–4 

Mark 11:15–33
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8
WEDNESDAY

LUKE 5:21–26 “ ‘That you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins’—
[Jesus] said to the man who was paralyzed—’I say to you, rise, pick up your bed and go home.’ And 
immediately he rose up before them and picked up what he had been lying on and went home, glorifying 
God” (vv. 24–25).

JESUS HEALS THE PARALYTIC

The miracles of Jesus 
were not ends in 

themselves but were 
tangible indicators of 

His divine identity. 
When we read the 

stories of Jesus’ 
exercising 

supernatural power, 
we should remember 

that our Savior’s 
signs and wonders 

prove that He is God 
incarnate and thus 

that we must 
worship Him as such.

P harisees, scribes, and other teachers of the Jewish law were 
present when Jesus healed the paralyzed man who had been 
lowered through the roof by his friends (Luke 5:17–26). Upon 

hearing our Savior forgive the man of his sins (v. 20), however, 
these Jewish leaders did not immediately put their trust in Christ. 
As we see in today’s passage, they began to draw up accusations of 
blasphemy against Jesus in their hearts and minds. They believed 
that Christ had committed a great sin because no one can forgive 
sins but God alone (v. 21).

The objections of the Pharisees were grounded in a correct view 
of God’s role in forgiveness. After all, every sin is an offense against 
the Lord, and therefore only the Lord can forgive every sin, and only 
He can forgive the sins committed against Him (Ex. 10:16–19; Ps. 
130:4; Rom. 3:9–20; 4:5–8). For Jesus to offer a blanket forgiveness of 
sins to the paralyzed man was for Him to exercise the prerogative 
of God alone (Luke 5:20), and the Pharisees and scribes were right 
to recognize that Jesus was doing something that only God can do. 
Moreover, if Jesus were a mere man, His action would have been 
blasphemy, for a mere man is not God.

The Pharisees and the scribes did not err in understanding the 
basic truth that only God can forgive sins; rather, they erred in 
accusing Jesus of blasphemy because, in fact, Jesus is more than a 
mere man. He is the second person of the Trinity, the incarnate di-
vine person of the Son of God (John 1:1–18). It was not blasphemy 
for Jesus to forgive sins against God, in other words, because Jesus 
is God. He is the Creator of heaven and earth, in whose person is 
perfectly united the divine nature and a human nature.

Instead of offering a full explanation of this fact on that occasion, 
our Savior chose instead to show the crowd who He was by healing 
the man (Luke 5:22–25). Jesus did something that only God can 
do—namely, restoring the man’s ability to walk—thereby proving 
that He can do other things that only God can do, including the 
pardon of transgressions against heaven. His divine power was a 
revelation of His divine identity, proof that His declaration of the 
paralytic’s forgiveness did not consist of mere empty words but 
reflected the truth of the man’s reconciliation to the Lord. The crowd, 
understandably, was filled with awe, recognizing that God had come 
near them in the person of Jesus Christ (v. 26). 

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Psalm 103:1–5 

Isaiah 35 
Mark 2:1–12 
Acts 9:32–35

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Deuteronomy 5–7 

Mark 12:1–27
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LUKE 5:27–32 “Jesus answered them, ‘Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who 
are sick. I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance’ ” (vv. 31–32). 

CALLING SINNERS  
TO REPENTANCE

Scripture is clear that 
all have sinned and 

fall short of the glory 
of God (Rom. 3:23). 
This means that all 

people (except Jesus) 
are sinners in need 
of divine grace and 

forgiveness. The only 
way to receive it is 
to admit our need  
of it and to turn to 

Christ. Let us confess 
our sins and trust  
in Jesus today and 
every day so that  

we will receive  
God’s pardon  
(1 John 1:8–9).

O ur Lord’s ministry in Galilee included calling the twelve dis-
ciples to accompany Him during His earthly ministry. Luke 
5:1–11 describes the call of three disciples, Simon Peter and 

the brothers James and John, sons of Zebedee and business partners 
with Peter. Today’s passage records the calling of another disciple, Levi. 

Levi, we read in Luke 5:27, was working as a tax collector when Je-
sus called him to be His disciple. This Levi is perhaps better known 
to us as Matthew (see Matt. 9:9), the author of the gospel of Matthew. 
First-century Jews commonly had two names, often one Jewish name 
and one Greek name. In this case, however, “Matthew” and “Levi” are 
both Jewish names, with “Levi” indicating his tribe of origin. “Matthew” 
means “gift of God.” In Luke 5:27, the Greek word translated as “saw” 
indicates that Jesus paid special attention to Levi and chose him with 
intent. It was not just any tax collector whom Jesus wanted to be a part 
of the Twelve, but He selected Levi intentionally. This choosing was 
effectual, for Levi immediately left everything to follow Jesus (v. 28).

Later, Levi invited tax collectors and others to join him at a great 
feast to celebrate his new life in Christ (v. 29). First-century tax collec-
tors in Galilee were representatives of the Roman Empire, and their 
presence symbolized Rome’s political control of the Jews. Thus, Jew-
ish tax collectors were particularly despised by other Jews because 
the tax collectors were seen as traitors who grievously sinned by work-
ing for the occupying power. It is not surprising, then, that the Phar-
isees and scribes were scandalized by Jesus’ eating with Levi and his 
guests (v. 30). Jesus replied by pointing out that His fellowshiping 
with repentant sinners made perfect sense, for just as only sick people 
need a doctor, only sinners need His ministry of pardon (vv. 31–32). 
He did not mean that only tax collectors and other notorious sinners 
needed forgiveness while Pharisees and scribes did not. Instead, Christ’s 
response revealed the scope of His ministry in extending God’s par-
don to even the worst sinners, and it implied that the Pharisees and 
scribes had a faulty understanding of their own spiritual condition. 
Dr. R.C. Sproul writes in his commentary: “No one . . . needed repen-
tance more than the scribes and the Pharisees. Nobody needs a phy-
sician more than somebody who is fatally ill but doesn’t know it. So 
it was with the Pharisees, and so it was with the scribes, and so it is 
with all of us who think that we don’t need the ministrations of the 
Son of God to cover our sins, to forgive us, and to redeem us.”

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
2 Chronicles 7:14 

Psalm 7:12–13 
Mark 2:13–17 

Acts 3

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Deuteronomy 8–10 

Mark 12:28–44
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LUKE 5:33–35 “Jesus said to them, ‘Can you make wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with 
them? The days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast in 
those days’ ” (vv. 34–35).

KNOWING THE PROPER TIME

Wisdom consists not 
only in doing the 

right thing but also 
in doing it at the 
right time. Often, 
knowing the right 

time to do 
something is the 

most difficult thing. 
The only way to 
attain sufficient 

wisdom to do the 
right thing at the 

right time is through 
careful study of the 

wisdom given in 
God’s Word, 

accompanied by 
prayer that He will 
help us understand 

its teaching.

E cclesiastes 3:1–8 stands as one of the most familiar texts of 
Scripture in modern culture even outside the church, for 
this passage was famously adapted by the rock group the 

Byrds in 1965 as the hit single “Turn! Turn! Turn!” The focus of the 
passage is the idea that in God’s created order, there is a proper time 
for all sorts of things, from birth to death to mourning to dancing 
to war to peace and so on. The implication of the text is that living 
wisely entails discerning the proper time for every activity. 

The principle of needing to know the right time for the right ac-
tivity lies behind today’s passage. Immediately before Luke 5:33, 
Jesus said that He came to call sinners to repentance (v. 32). This 
prompted some people to remark that the disciples of John the Bap-
tist and the disciples of the Pharisees would fast, but the disciples 
of Jesus would eat and drink (v. 33). It is not entirely clear in the 
original Greek who makes the observation. Many commentators 
believe that the Pharisees raised the point, but others think that 
some individuals from the crowd were the ones who heard the 
teaching of Christ. Either way, the reason for the remark seems to 
be an apparent incongruity between Jesus’ description of His min-
istry as a declaration of repentance and the expected actions one 
would take in response to this call. Historically, Jews often fasted 
when they saw a need for repentance, and refraining from food 
and drink was an outward sign of the seriousness with which they 
were taking their sin. For example, when the prophet Daniel saw 
that the time for the end of the Babylonian exile was drawing near 
but that the Jews had not yet turned from their sin, he sought the 
Lord’s face and in behalf of the people fasted and asked God for 
mercy (see Dan. 9). The disciples of Jesus, who came to call people 
to repentance, were feasting and not fasting, and this did not make 
sense to some onlookers, who thought that a call to fast should al-
ways accompany a call to repent.

Jesus responded that while there is an appropriate time for fast-
ing to accompany repentance, His earthly ministry was not that 
time. While He, the Bridegroom, was present, it was time for cele-
bration, not deprivation. We feast at a wedding when the bride-
groom marries his bride, so when Jesus came to seal His marriage 
to His church with His blood, it was time to feast (Luke 5:34–35; 
see Eph. 5:25–33).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Ecclesiastes 8:5 

Romans 5:6

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Deuteronomy 11–13 

Mark 13:1–13

THE WEEKEND  
Deuteronomy 14–19 

Mark 13:14–14:31
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R O B E R T  M .  G O D F R E Y

A MAN OF GOD

W E E K E N D  D E V O T I O N A L
M A R C H  1 1 – 1 2

F irst Kings 17 opens with a rapid se-
ries of events. After an abrupt intro-
duction to Elijah, the prophet con-

fronts King Ahab with promises of drought. 
Then, already in verse 5, Elijah follows the 
Lord’s directions and flees east of the Jor-
dan to a brook for food and drink. By verse 
7 the brook has dried out, and Elijah finds 
himself on the move yet again. What an 
abrupt and rapid succession of events in 
Elijah’s introduction.

Then the plotline slows down as Elijah 
enters Zarephath. The text turns to focus 
on a widow and her son throughout the 
rest of the chapter. But why? Why would 
we speed past the king and land of Israel 
in seven verses and then slow down to fo-
cus on a widow in Zarephath for seventeen 
verses? The plotline’s pause in Zarephath 
helps to focus on three clear points. First, 
Elijah delivers the outsider in need. Sec-
ond, Elijah’s departure points to judgment 
on the people of Israel. Finally, we see the 
power of the resurrection in the conclud-
ing miracle (vv. 17–24).

When Elijah comes to Zarephath, he 
approaches the enemy and delivers the 
outsider. Geography can have great theo-
logical significance throughout the Old 
Testament. Here, the Lord calls Elijah 
to leave Israel and journey to a coastal 
location that was near Sidon, Jezebel’s 
homeland. Then in verse 14, a miracle 
comes, providing food. The Lord sends 
Elijah to provide for the helpless widow 
and her son in Baal’s homeland. Out-
siders in need are given gifts of life. In 
Elijah’s journey we see a shadow of the 

Great Commission to give good news to 
all nations (Matt. 28:19). A widow out-
side Israel receives mercy from the Lord 
(see Gal. 3:28).

Elijah’s journey also signifies just judg-
ment against Israel, as they all are left be-
hind. Christ would explain this meaning in 
Luke 4:25–26: “But in truth, I tell you, there 
were many widows in Israel in the days of 
Elijah, when . . . a great famine came over 
all the land, and Elijah was sent to none of 
them but only to Zarephath, in the land of 
Sidon, to a woman who was a widow.” God’s 
people had rejected Him throughout the 
reign of Ahab. Therefore, the Lord cared for 
a widow in Zarephath to show judgment 
on the people of Israel. 

Finally, 1 Kings 17 concludes with a 
defeat of death itself. The miraculous 
provision of oil and flour seems to be 
overturned in the death of the widow’s 
son (vv. 17–18). But Elijah calls out to 
the Lord, and the Lord provides a great-
er miracle (v. 22). Resurrections are rare 
throughout the Old Testament, but in 
the time of Elijah and Elisha multiple 
resurrections take place. These resur-
rection miracles serve as preparation 
for a greater Prophet in Jesus Christ. 
Our Savior would come to raise many 
from the dead (Matt. 11:5). Furthermore, 
our Savior would identify Himself as 
the resurrection, and He would die only 
to rise again from the dead (Matt. 28:7; 
John 11:25).

DR. ROBERT M. GODFREY  is pastor of Zeltenreich 

Reformed Church in New Holland, Pa.
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LUKE 5:36–39 “No one puts new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the new wine will burst the skins 
and it will be spilled, and the skins will be destroyed. But new wine must be put into fresh wineskins” 
(vv. 37–38).

NEW WINE FOR NEW WINESKINS

The new covenant is 
not merely the 

repetition of the old 
covenant. While we 
must maintain that 

there is strong 
continuity between 

the old and new 
covenants, Jesus 

nevertheless brings 
something new. Let 
us thank God for 

the new covenant in 
Christ and trust in 

Him to bring it to its 
full consummation 
in a new heaven 

and earth.

M any first-century Jews expected fasting to always accom-
pany repentance. Some Jews held this expectation be-
cause in the Old Testament, fasting is often an outward 

expression of repentance (e.g., see Dan. 9:1–3). Other first-century 
Jews such as the Pharisees had added extrabiblical traditions that 
mandated fasting as necessary for repentance, so they thought one 
could not really repent without fasting. Both groups would have 
been perplexed by a call to repent without a call to fast, and so ob-
jections were raised when the disciples of Christ feasted instead of 
abstaining from food and drink (Luke 5:32–33).

Jesus responded by pointing out that there was a right time for 
fasting to accompany repentance, but His earthly ministry was not 
that occasion (vv. 34–35). In today’s passage, He goes on to make a 
more fundamental point: the expectations that the people had for 
the work of Jesus were off base. They thought that fasting must go 
hand in hand with repentance because they expected the messianic 
era to be merely a repeat of the old age. Yet while there is continui-
ty between the old covenant and the new covenant, things are not 
entirely the same, as we see in verses 36–37.

Our Savior makes this argument by telling a parable. If an old gar-
ment needs patching, one does not simply sew a new, unshrunken 
piece of cloth over the whole. The new patch would shrink once 
the mended garment was washed, and it would tear away from the 
older cloth, damaging it (v. 36). The point is that one cannot patch 
the new onto the old. Jesus came not to maintain everything about 
the old covenant but to create a new structure for God’s people.

Similarly, one cannot put new wine into old wineskins. Old 
wineskins, made from animal hides, have been stretched almost 
to their bursting point and are brittle. New wine continues to fer-
ment, releasing gases as it does so. If new wine were put into old 
wineskins, the fermentation would cause the old wineskins to 
rupture, and the wine would pour out and be lost. The point is 
that Jesus does a new work, and only a new covenant can accom-
modate it (v. 37).

Some things, such as God’s moral law, are the same under the old 
and new covenants. Other elements of the old covenant, such as the 
ceremonial law of sacrifices and certain rituals, pass away (e.g., see Eph. 
2:15). Jesus brings something genuinely new to God’s people.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Isaiah 43:16–21 

Jeremiah 31:31–34 
Mark 2:18–22 
1 John 2:7–11

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Deuteronomy 20–22 

Mark 14:32–52
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LUKE 6:1–5 “[Jesus] said to them, ‘The Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath’ ” (v. 5).

JESUS, THE LORD  
OF THE SABBATH

Dr. R.C. Sproul states 
in his commentary on 
Luke that Jesus’ claim 

to be Lord of the 
Sabbath “is a clear 
declaration of the 

deity of Christ.” Some 
people do not think 

that Jesus claimed to 
be God, but His 
claims to God’s 

unique prerogatives 
are claims to be God 
Himself. Let us pay 

attention when Jesus 
claims to do things 

that only God can do. 
This will bolster our 

confidence in Christ’s 
authority and help us 

show others that 
Jesus did in fact claim 
to be God incarnate.

M any Jewish rabbis taught God’s law during the first cen-
tury, including Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus, however, stands 
out because of the authority of His teaching. The crowds 

recognized that there was something different about the author-
itative manner of Jesus’ teaching in comparison to other rabbis. 
We see this in Luke 4:32, where we read that our Lord’s authority 
astonished the crowds. Unlike other Jewish rabbis, Jesus did not 
cite various respected traditions and noninspired teachers. Instead, 
He taught directly and in a way that conveyed His interpretation 
and application of the law as decisive for all people at all times. 

Jesus taught in an authoritative manner but also directly claimed 
final authority. For instance, He forgave the sins of the paralytic and 
restored his mobility (Luke 5:17–26), indicating that He possessed 
the same power as God and thus was God Himself, having the right 
to pardon transgressions. Today’s passage records another occasion 
when Jesus claimed God’s authority.

Luke 6:1 tells us that while Jesus and His disciples were walking 
through the grainfields one Sabbath, the hungry disciples were 
plucking heads of grain and rubbing them in their hands. This act 
separated the edible grain from the rest of the plant. The Pharisees 
objected, accusing the disciples of engaging in labor on the day of 
rest, which the law prohibits (v. 2; Ex. 20:8–11). Let us note that the 
law of God never says that picking and snacking on some grain 
here and there violates the Sabbath rest. The Pharisees had actually 
come up with all sorts of extra rules that defined what was work 
and what was not. The disciples were not breaking God’s law but 
rather were violating extrabiblical tradition. 

Jesus justified the disciples’ actions by appealing to the story of 
David’s eating the “bread of the Presence” in a time of need, some-
thing the Bible approves of even though the bread of the Presence 
was normally reserved only for priests (Luke 6:3–4; see 1 Sam. 21:1–
6). The point is that the fundamental needs of human life can be 
met on the Sabbath, so the Pharisees should have had no trouble 
with the disciples’ satisfying their hunger. But Jesus went further, 
calling Himself “the lord of the Sabbath.” This was a striking claim, 
for since God created the Sabbath, only God is Lord of it (Gen. 2:1–
3). By presenting Himself as the Sabbath’s Lord, Jesus was present-
ing Himself as God.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Leviticus 23:22 

Ruth 2 
Ezekiel 45:17 
Mark 2:23–28

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Deuteronomy 23–25 

Mark 14:53–72
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LUKE 6:6–11 “Jesus said to [the Pharisees and scribes], ‘I ask you, is it lawful on the Sabbath to do 
good or to do harm, to save life or to destroy it?’ And after looking around at them all he said to him, 
‘Stretch out your hand.’ And he did so, and his hand was restored” (vv. 9–10).

DOING GOOD ON THE SABBATH

God intends the 
Sabbath for our 
good, and this is 

why the Reformed 
tradition has said 

that deeds of mercy 
are acceptable on 

the Christian 
Sabbath, the Lord’s 
Day. Intervening to 

help someone in true 
need on the Lord’s 

Day is good, so let us 
take advantage of 
opportunities to do 

so when they 
present themselves.

S cholarship on the Gospels has helped us understand that 
the title Jesus most often used for Himself was “Son of Man.” 
We see Him use this title, for instance, in Luke 6:5, where He 

says, “The Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath.” That claim speaks to 
our Lord’s divine authority, for to claim to be in control of the Sab-
bath and its laws is a prerogative of God alone, since God instituted 
the Sabbath (Gen. 2:1–3). But we should not miss that just the title 
“Son of Man” itself reveals a core truth about Jesus’ identity. The 
title comes from Daniel 7:13–14, where “one like a son of man” re-
ceives an everlasting kingdom over all things from the Ancient of 
Days. By applying this title to Himself, Jesus was saying that God 
has given Him the highest authority over creation. 

Given this authority, Jesus provides the definitive instruction on all 
things, including Sabbath observance. In Luke 6:1–5, Christ makes it 
plain that it is lawful to satisfy the necessities of life on the day of rest. 
In today’s passage, we find more Sabbath instruction. Verses 6–11 reveal 
that it is lawful on the Sabbath to do all kinds of good to help others.

We read that Jesus encountered a man with a withered or de-
formed hand in a synagogue on another Sabbath day (v. 6). Scribes 
and Pharisees were present there as well, and they were paying 
close attention because they wanted to “find a reason to accuse” 
Jesus (v. 7). The rules of the Pharisees said that Jews could provide 
life-saving medical attention on the Sabbath, such as helping a 
woman in childbirth or intervening in an emergency when a life 
was at risk. One could not, however, help an injured or ill person 
if the problem was not going to lead to death. Acting to help such 
an individual was considered unlawful work on the Sabbath. Thus, 
the Pharisees and scribes wanted to see whether Jesus would break 
their traditions by healing the man with the withered hand so that 
they could charge Him with Sabbath-breaking.

Jesus healed the man, prefacing His act with a question about 
whether it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath (vv. 8–10). By doing 
this, our Savior made the point that God never intended for the 
Sabbath to limit the occasions for promoting people’s health and 
well-being. Since the Sabbath was made for man and not man for 
the Sabbath (Mark 2:27), to allow only life-saving emergency treat-
ment on the Sabbath missed the point. On the Sabbath it is right to 
promote health even when a life is not immediately in jeopardy.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Exodus 15:26 

Psalm 147:1–3 
Matthew 12:9–14 

John 5

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Deuteronomy 26–27 

Mark 15:1–20
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LUKE 6:12–16 “In these days [Jesus] went out to the mountain to pray, and all night he continued 
in prayer to God. And when day came, he called his disciples and chose from them twelve, whom he 
named apostles” (vv. 12–13).

THE TWELVE APOSTLES

The new Israel does 
not replace old 

covenant Israel but 
rather is the fullest 

expression and 
fulfillment of the 
true Israel of God. 
This Israel includes 
all people in history 
who trust in Christ, 
Jews and gentiles 

alike (Rom. 11). This 
Israel is governed by 
the teaching of the 
prophets and the 
Apostles—that is, 
the Scriptures. As 

disciples of Jesus, we 
are bound to follow 
their teaching, which 
is nothing less than 

His teaching.

A lthough Jesus is the center of the Christian faith and the 
only Savior, even He did not engage in ministry on His 
own. He chose twelve men in particular to minister along-

side Him and then to preach the gospel after He returned to heaven. 
Today’s passage describes our Lord’s appointment of these men, 
known to us as the twelve Apostles.

Luke 6:12 indicates that Jesus spent all night in prayer on a moun-
tain before choosing the Twelve. This lengthy time of communion 
with God indicates something of the importance of Christ’s selec-
tion. He did not select the twelve Apostles until after He had con-
ferred with God and received from His Father what was needed to 
make the right choice of individuals. That Jesus spent time with the 
Almighty on a mountain recalls other figures such as Moses who 
communed with God, so our Lord’s praying on a mountain may 
have been a way of communicating something about His identi-
ty, of saying that Jesus would parallel and even surpass Moses’ im-
portance in the history of God’s people (see Ex. 19–24; Heb. 9:15).

Jesus chose the twelve Apostles out of a larger group of disci-
ples, as we see in Luke 6:13. Sometimes Christians use the terms 
Apostles and disciples interchangeably, especially when they have 
the Twelve in view. This is understandable, but it is important to 
remember that while there is overlap between being an Apostle 
and being a disciple, the two categories are not equivalent. Disciple 
is really just another term for a student or a learner, but an Apostle 
in the ancient world was a person appointed to speak on behalf of 
another figure with that figure’s authority. Anyone who comes to 
learn from Jesus can be called His disciple, but not everyone can 
be an Apostle, for that is a distinct office with distinct powers re-
served for specific people. Dr. R.C. Sproul frequently observed that 
all Apostles are disciples but not all disciples are Apostles. Apostles 
are those directly commissioned by Christ who were eyewitnesses 
of the resurrection, so the office of Apostle no longer exists in the 
church today (Acts 1:12–26; 1 Cor. 15:1–11).

The twelve Apostles are named in Luke 6:14–16, and we will learn 
more about many of them over the course of our study of Luke. We 
will conclude today by noting the significance of the number twelve, 
for it parallels the twelve tribes of Israel (see Ex. 24:4). In the twelve 
Apostles, Jesus was constituting a new Israel.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Genesis 49:1–28 
Ezekiel 47:13–23 
Matthew 10:1–4 

Revelation 21

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Deuteronomy 28 

Mark 15:21–47
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LUKE 6:17–19 “All the crowd sought to touch [Jesus], for power came out from him and healed them 
all” (v. 19).

JESUS MINISTERS  
TO MANY PEOPLE

The church is not to 
be insular, declaring 

God’s truth only to its 
members. Instead, our 

mission is universal. 
Corporate worship is 

primarily for believers, 
but we must 

remember that 
unbelievers might be 

there as well, and so it 
is good to give the 

basic gospel again and 
again. In fact, even 

believers need to hear 
the gospel repeatedly. 

Furthermore, our 
churches should have 
a vision for missions 
to take the gospel to 
people outside our 

congregations. Let us 
support that work as 

we are able.

H aving described some of Jesus’ teaching on the Sabbath 
and our Lord’s appointment of the twelve Apostles (Luke 
6:1–16), Luke pauses in the middle of chapter 6 to offer a 

summary of Jesus’ Galilean ministry. This summary, which is found 
in today’s passage, sets the stage for the second half of Luke 6, which 
gives more of Jesus’ teaching on a variety of different subjects.

Because of the similarities between Luke 6:20–49 and Matthew 
5–7, many commentators believe that the Evangelists are offering 
their own summaries of the same events. Matthew’s section is of-
ten referred to as the Sermon on the Mount because Matthew 5:1 
says that Jesus was teaching on a mountain, but Luke’s section is 
usually called the Sermon on the Plain because its setting is a “level 
place” (Luke 6:17). Even if these two sections summarize the same 
event, this is not a contradiction because there are plateaus or lev-
el plains in mountainous areas, and Jesus would have been teach-
ing up in the mountains on a plateau. It is also possible, however, 
that Matthew and Luke do not describe the same event, for Jesus 
almost certainly repeated much of His teaching in different places 
and at different times. Moreover, it could be that neither Matthew 
nor Luke is giving a single sermon that was preached all at once, 
but that they have collected many different snippets of our Lord’s 
teaching into one unit.

In any case, Luke 6:17 says that in Galilee, Jesus went down with 
“them”—the twelve Apostles (vv. 12–16)—and stood on the level 
place with a group of disciples and some people from Judea and 
Jerusalem and Tyre and Sidon. Here we have three distinct groups 
of people: Jesus’ closest followers, the Apostles; a group of dedicat-
ed followers a little further removed from Him, the disciples; and 
a number of individuals even more distant from Jesus’ ministry, a 
crowd of Jews and gentiles (Tyre and Sidon were gentile areas) who 
had some curiosity about Jesus but were not committed to Him. Note 
that Jesus paid attention to all those people, healing and teaching 
them no matter how well He knew them or they Him (vv. 17–19). 
From the very beginning, Jesus had a mission to all peoples; His 
teaching was never intended for only a few.

As the church, we can learn from Jesus’ example. We must preach 
the gospel to all peoples. God’s message of salvation is for the world, 
not only one tribe or tongue (John 3:16).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Isaiah 11:9 
Mark 13:10

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Deuteronomy 29–30 

Mark 16

THE WEEKEND  
Deut� 31–Joshua 2 

Luke 1:1–56
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M A T T H I A S  L O H M A N N

COMING TO THE LORD’S TABLE

W E E K E N D  D E V O T I O N A L
M A R C H  1 8 – 1 9

H ave you ever considered that 
the commandment to come to 
the Lord’s Table comes with a 

death threat? Yet this is what we read very 
clearly in Paul’s instructions about the 
Lord’s Supper in 1 Corinthians 11:23–25. 
First, Paul gives the words of institution:

I  received from the Lord what I also de-
livered to you, that the Lord Jesus on the 
night when he was betrayed took bread, 
and when he had given thanks, he broke 
it, and said, “This is my body, which is for 
you. Do this in remembrance of me.” In 
the same way also he took the cup, after 
supper, saying, “This cup is the new cove-
nant in my blood. Do this, as often as you 
drink it, in remembrance of me.”

Notice that Jesus commands both what 
the disciples should do and how they 
should do it: “Do this in remembrance of 
me.” For Christians, the Lord’s Supper is 
not optional. They are called to do this. 
Therefore, we should make it a priority 
to be there when our church celebrates 
the Lord’s Supper. As with all command-
ments, the instruction to “do this” is for 
our good. The Lord’s Supper should re-
mind us of what Jesus has done for us as 
His body was offered up and His blood 
was shed for our sin. Remembering this 
will strengthen our faith. And coming to-
gether as a church to celebrate the Lord’s 
Supper should strengthen the unity of 
the church and should be a corporate 
witness of our discipleship just as the 
world observes our love for one another.

And yet even though the Lord’s Supper 
was given for the benefit of those who truly 
believe, it comes with a very serious threat 
of death for those who come to it presump-
tuously or unrepentantly. Paul writes in 
1 Corinthians 11:27–30: 

Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks 
the cup of the Lord in an unworthy man-
ner will be guilty concerning the body and 
blood of the Lord. Let a person examine 
himself, then, and so eat of the bread and 
drink of the cup. For anyone who eats and 
drinks without discerning the body eats 
and drinks judgment on himself. That is 
why many of you are weak and ill, and 
some have died. 

The manner in which we come to the 
Lord’s Table can have serious consequenc-
es. The Corinthians had ignored this. They 
came with a selfish attitude that in no 
way displayed what the Lord’s Supper 
was supposed to signify. 

Brothers and sisters, let us heed the death 
threat and come to the Table in grateful 
recognition of the body and blood of the 
Lord that was offered up for our sins, and 
let us come as brothers and sisters who 
know that “we who are many are one body”  
(1 Cor. 10:17), showing that we are Christ’s 
disciples by the love that we have for one 
another.

REV. MATTHIAS LOHMANN  is pastor of the Free 

Evangelical Church in Munich, Germany, and 

chairman and founder of the German gospel partnership 

Evangelium21.
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Living before the  

face of God

20
MONDAY

LUKE 6:20, 24 “[Jesus] lifted up his eyes on his disciples, and said: ‘Blessed are you who are poor, for 
yours is the kingdom of God’ ” (v. 20).

THE BLESSED POOR

We can be materially 
poor and put all our 
hopes on achieving 

wealth and 
comfortable living in 

the here and now, 
and we can be 

materially wealthy 
without holding on 

to our riches too 
tightly, being willing 
to surrender it all to 
serve God if that is 
what He requires. 
The issue is never 

with our riches but 
with our hearts. Let 

us regularly ask 
ourselves where our 

ultimate hope is 
placed and ask the 
Lord to enable us 
not to trust in our 

riches.

B lessedness—enjoying peace with God and living as objects 
of His favor (see Num. 6:22–27)—is the first concern of Jesus’ 
Sermon on the Plain in Luke 6. In the next few days, we will 

look at the beatitudes or declarations of blessing from this sermon, 
pairing them with their corresponding pronouncements of woe.

The first blessing of Jesus is upon the poor, to whom belong the 
kingdom of God, and the first woe is for the rich, who have already 
received their consolation (Luke 6:20, 24). To understand what our 
Savior means, we must first consider what His words cannot signify. 
First, Jesus does not tell us that every poor person is inherently righ-
teous and will be saved simply by being materially impoverished or 
that all rich people are automatically cut off from heaven. That would 
entail a form of works-righteousness that is antithetical to the gospel 
(see Eph. 2:8–9). Moreover, while Scripture warns us not to hope in 
material wealth, some heroes of faith, such as Abraham, were wealthy, 
and some poor people, such as those who refuse to work and provide 
for their families, are worse than unbelievers (1 Tim. 5:8).

What, then, is Jesus getting at here? He speaks chiefly of spiritual 
matters, though He does not divorce them entirely from material 
wealth. In Scripture, those who lack material wealth but trust in God 
are special objects of His concern. The Lord is the refuge for such in-
dividuals, as Psalm 14:6 indicates. Since the Sermon on the Plain is 
addressed to the disciples of Jesus who had left everything to follow 
Him (Luke 5:11; 6:17–19), our Savior has in view especially His fol-
lowers who have suffered material poverty to serve Him. Their leav-
ing everything is an outward sign of faith, and the kingdom of God 
belongs to those of faith (see Matt. 5:3). Even so, those of faith who 
have not had to suffer material impoverishment are also covered by 
this beatitude. Jesus said that He came to preach the gospel to the poor 
(Luke 4:16–21), but not everyone to whom He preached lacked wealth. 
He preached even to the materially wealthy, and all who trust in Him 
alone, being willing to leave their riches to obey Him if necessary, are 
by extension part of the blessed poor. 

Jesus in Luke 6:24 declares a woe on the rich—“not on all the rich,” 
John Calvin comments, “but on those who receive their consolation 
in the world; that is, who are so completely occupied with their world-
ly possessions, that they forget the life to come.” They hope only in 
the things of this world and have received their reward.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
1 Samuel 2:7 

Proverbs 22:2, 16 
Luke 12:13–21 

Philippians 4:10–13

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Joshua 3–4 

Luke 1:57–80
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TUESDAY

LUKE 6:21a, 25a “Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you shall be satisfied” (v. 21a).

A BLESSING ON THE HUNGRY

Do we hunger for 
righteousness, for 

the things of God, as 
we should? Because 

sin abides, our 
hunger is never what 

it should be and 
always has room to 
grow. Let us ask the 
Lord to increase in us 

the hunger for His 
Word, and may we 
seek to satisfy our 
deepest needs by 
feeding on Him  

by faith.

C ontinuing our look at the beatitudes and woes that Jesus gives 
in His Sermon on the Plain, we find in today’s passage two 
conditions that are related to the contrast between poverty 

and riches that are given in the first beatitude-woe pair (Luke 6:20, 24). 
Hunger is associated with poverty, and Luke 6:21a says that those who 
are hungry now will one day be satisfied. Fullness goes with wealth, and 
Luke 6:25a indicates that those who are full today will one day be hungry.

As we saw in our look at Jesus’ contrast between poverty and rich-
es in the first beatitude-woe pairing, His words cannot be limited to 
specific material conditions, and neither can they be entirely divorced 
from them. Many of the people to whom Jesus first spoke lived in a 
condition of material poverty that resulted from their leaving every-
thing behind to follow Him. Even Jesus Himself had no permanent 
home (see 9:58). Because the original disciples of Jesus lacked phys-
ical resources, they suffered from physical hunger at times. But this 
physical hunger resulted from their deeper spiritual hunger. Their 
ravenous appetite for the things of God led them to leave their live-
lihoods behind, creating conditions of physical hunger when they 
suffered deprivation for abandoning their previous occupations. They 
hungered and thirsted for righteousness, and physical hunger was a 
consequence. Jesus, of course, does not mandate that everyone leave 
his station in life when he comes to faith in Him, so not everyone 
loses his livelihood for following Christ. Paul indicates that normal-
ly, a person will “remain in the condition in which he was called” 
when that person trusts in Jesus (1 Cor. 7:20). Following Jesus will not 
produce physical hunger in every believer, but every believer must 
hunger and thirst for righteousness. Jesus promises that this hunger 
and thirst will be satisfied by God Himself (Luke 6:21a; see Matt. 5:6). 
Those who deeply hunger for the Lord find Him more satisfying than 
the best that this world offers.

The woe that Jesus declares in Luke 6:25a on those who are full 
now likewise has connections to both spiritual and physical realities. 
Those who are full now are those who falsely think that all their needs 
have been met, that they have satisfied every necessity simply because 
they have this world’s goods. They pay no attention to spiritual mat-
ters or the Lord’s truth. Often the rich are susceptible to this because 
they have all that they need in material terms, but those who are not 
wealthy can be guilty of not hungering for God as well.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Isaiah 40:10–11 

Ezekiel 34:11–24 
John 4:1–42; 6:22–59; 

21:15–19

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Joshua 5–6 

Luke 2:1–21
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22
WEDNESDAY

LUKE 6:21b, 25b “Blessed are you who weep now, for you shall laugh” (v. 21b).

THE COMING LAUGHTER  
FOR THOSE WHO WEEP

Scripture does not 
condemn joy. In fact, 

in one sense 
Christians should be 
among the quickest 
to laugh. Christ has 
overcome death, so 
in an ultimate sense, 

we can laugh at 
anything that 

opposes Christ and 
His people. Scripture 
is against laughter in 
the frivolous sense, 
against a worldview 
that finds joy only in 
present things and 

pays no heed to 
eternal realities. 

Christians are those 
who take joy in the 

eternal things 
revealed by God.

T he third pair of blessings and woes in Luke’s Sermon on 
the Plain contrasts those who weep today with those who 
laugh today. Those who weep in the present will one day 

laugh, but for those who laugh today, the present is their only time 
of joy. They will mourn in the age to come (Luke 6:21b, 25b).

As with the first two beatitude-woe pairs (vv. 20–21a, 24–25a), 
there is an interplay of physical and spiritual realities here. Having 
a true heart for God will invariably lead to mourning. Those who 
know the law of the Lord and its beauty, when they see others flout-
ing His commandments, cannot help but weep deeply for the souls 
of lawbreakers and the havoc they wreak on creation (Ps. 119:136). 
When fellow believers die, those who know the Lord grieve pro-
foundly for no longer being in conscious fellowship with them, 
even though this grief is mixed with the hope of the resurrection 
(1 Thess. 4:13–18). Following Christ in this present fallen world 
produces sadness in the hearts of His followers because we know 
the good news of the gospel that impenitent sinners refuse to heed 
and the consequence of eternal separation from God’s grace if they 
never believe. This is the fundamental spiritual weeping that Jesus 
is talking about in today’s passage. For Jesus’ original disciples, there 
was a physical connection as well, since the material impoverish-
ment they suffered for becoming disciples of Jesus brought with 
it sad conditions that those who never have to worry about where 
they will get their next meal do not face. Again, not every follow-
er of Jesus will suffer such material impoverishment, nor are they 
required to, but all believers will find themselves sorrowful for the 
effects of sin on the world when they follow Jesus. The good news, 
of course, is that this sorrow is only temporary, for Christians will 
enjoy eternal life in a new heaven and earth where there will be 
no sorrow or pain (Rev. 21:1–22:5).

Things will be different for those who laugh now, for they will 
experience eternal mourning and weeping (Luke 6:25b). Certainly, 
Jesus is not saying that merely experiencing any kind of joy today 
puts a person on a path to hell. Joy, after all, is part of the Christian 
life, even when it is tempered by mourning for the effects of sin on 
the world, since joy is one fruit of the Holy Spirit (Gal. 5:22–23). 
The laughter condemned belongs to those who live only for the 
present. These joyful feelings will not endure into eternity.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Psalm 30 

Isaiah 65:17–25 
Matthew 5:4 

Luke 16:19–31

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Joshua 7–8 

Luke 2:22–52
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23
THURSDAY

LUKE 6:22–23, 26 “Woe to you, when all people speak well of you, for so their fathers did to the 
false prophets” (v. 26).

THOSE WHO ARE PRAISED  
BY ALL

John Chrysostom 
comments, “It is not 

possible for a 
virtuous person who 

travels by the 
straight and narrow 

path and follows 
Christ’s commands 
to enjoy the praise 

and admiration of all 
people—so strong is 
the impulse of evil 

and the resistance to 
virtue.” If no one 

ever raises an 
objection to what 

we believe, we need 
to ask ourselves 
whether we are 
being faithful to 
God’s Word. True 
commitment to 

Jesus always invites 
opposition.

W hat does it take to be a person with no enemies? Dr. R.C. 
Sproul argues in his commentary on Luke that having 
no enemies is possible only if one is a man-pleaser who 

tailors his positions to his audience and tells people only what they 
want to hear. The person who has no enemies has no convictions 
or principles; he changes what he believes depending on who he is 
talking to and adjusts his views to fit whatever is currently popular.

Christians, however, will surely have enemies. It is not that we 
should go looking for trouble, but true disciples of Jesus have firm, 
unshakable convictions because they are people of the truth. They 
follow truth incarnate—the Lord Jesus Christ (John 14:6)—and since 
He does not change (Heb. 13:8), neither does the truth. There are some 
matters on which believers simply will not compromise because they 
are matters of unchanging truth. Consequently, those who refuse to 
love the truth will hate Christians (2 Thess. 2:9–12).

The final beatitude-woe pairing in Jesus’ Sermon on the Plain is 
an application of this principle. Our Savior pronounces a blessing 
on those who are hated on account of Him (Luke 6:22). This assumes 
that it will be the normal lot of Christians to be hated by at least some 
people in this world. Note that the hatred is connected to our repre-
sentation of Jesus and our standing for His truth. We are blessed by 
God not for being rude or pointlessly disagreeable but only for being 
true to Christ and His Word. Our natural inclination is to think that 
being hated by others is a sign that we are doing something wrong, but 
this is not so when others hate us for our faithfulness to Christ. Their 
hatred demonstrates that we stand in line with the faithful prophets 
of old who proclaimed God’s truth and often suffered for it, and it is a 
sign of persevering faith that will be rewarded (v. 23).

Jesus then pronounces a woe on people about whom nothing ill 
is ever said (v. 26). The false prophets who told the people what they 
wanted to hear and not the truth were similarly praised by everyone, 
and God brings false prophets ultimately to destruction because they 
hate His truth (see Jer. 27:15). If no one ever has anything bad to say 
about us, we are likely not standing for the truth, or we are doing so 
with such timidity that no one knows what we actually believe. One 
way that we can keep ourselves from falling in this regard is to re-
member what Dr. Sproul says: “If you’re going to be a disciple of Christ, 
all men will not speak well of you.”

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Psalm 69 

Jeremiah 28 
Matthew 5:11–12 

1 Peter 3:14–16

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Joshua 9–10 

Luke 3
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FRIDAY

LUKE 6:27–31 “I say to you who hear, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those 
who curse you, pray for those who abuse you” (vv. 27–28).

REFRAINING FROM VENGEANCE

Applying Jesus’ 
teaching on loving 
our enemies takes 

wisdom, but we will 
do well if we refrain 

from imagining 
vengeance as the 
first response to 

every minor wrong 
done to us. Instead, 
let us seek to bless 
those who hate us, 
for in so doing we 

are living as children 
of our heavenly 

Father (Matt. 
5:43–45).

C hristian love is the next major subject that Jesus covers in 
the Sermon on the Plain. As today’s passage makes clear, 
the kind of love required of Jesus’ disciples is a love that 

is willing to suffer all kinds of wrongs rather than seek vengeance.
Before looking at specifics, let us first note that Jesus’ instruction 

concerns personal relationships and is not a manifesto regarding the 
behavior of the state. Scripture tells us that God has tasked the civil 
magistrate with bearing the sword of divine wrath against wrong-
doers (Rom. 13:1–7), so it is not wrong for the state to prosecute 
criminal behavior or for Christians to appeal to law enforcement 
in appropriate instances. The text also does not call believers to be 
unwise or to intentionally put themselves in situations of severe 
abuse or in which their lives will be threatened. Jesus mainly has 
in view everyday personal interactions and what to do when we 
have been slighted.

Jesus summarizes the entire section in Luke 6:27–28 when He 
says to love our enemies, do good to those who hate us, and bless 
those who persecute us. Christians are called to go out of our way 
to distinguish ourselves from the world in encountering malice. 
The world tells us to repay evil for evil, advising us, “Don’t get 
mad; get even.” We live by a different ethic declaring that there 
are times not only to endure maltreatment but to repay it with 
blessing, not cursing.

How far are we to go in blessing our enemies? Much further 
than we are normally inclined to go. Jesus gives a number of ex-
amples to make His point. If someone strikes us on the cheek—a 
euphemism for a personal insult—then we are not to strike or 
insult in return. We are to offer ourselves up for further insult. If 
someone takes our cloak, we are to offer our tunic, or undergar-
ment, as well. If someone takes from us, we are not to seek repay-
ment for our loss (Luke 6:29–30). Note that Jesus engages in hy-
perbole, so we are not to take His words in a woodenly literal 
fashion. For example, since the tunic is akin to our underwear, a 
literal application of His words in that instance would mean that 
we would be going about naked. Jesus speaks with exaggeration 
so that we get His point—we should not give in to our first im-
pulse to exact revenge when we have been wronged but should 
look to benefit those who hate us (v. 31).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Exodus 23:4–5 

Luke 6:35

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Joshua 11–13 
Luke 4:1–30

THE WEEKEND  
Joshua 14–17 

Luke 4:31–5:26

56  T A B L E T A L K  M A R C H  2 0 2 3



T E D D  T R I P P

THE RICH YOUNG RULER

W E E K E N D  D E V O T I O N A L
M A R C H  2 5 – 2 6

A rich young ruler once came to 
Jesus, asking how to be saved: 
“Good Teacher, what must I do 

to inherit eternal life?” (Mark 10:17). Jesus 
counseled this young man, who professed to 
have kept the law of God from youth, “Sell 
all that you have and give to the poor . . . 
and come, follow me” (v. 21). The disheart-
ened young man walked away sorrowful, 
for he had great wealth. Commenting to 
the disciples, Jesus said: “How difficult it 
will be for those who have wealth to en-
ter the kingdom of God! . . . 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” (vv. 23, 25). 

This metaphor was a way of saying that 
it is impossible for those who trust in rich-
es to enter the kingdom. The disciples got 
it and replied, “Then who can be saved?” 
(v. 26). Jesus’ answer was that “all things 
are possible with God” (v. 27). 

In essence, Jesus’ counsel to the rich 
young ruler was this: “If you want Me, if 
you desire to be saved, if you want true 
intimacy with Me, if you want eternal 
life, then your relationship to everything, 
even the good things, must change. Where 
you look for joy, where you find securi-
ty, what gives you hope, what takes the 
edge off your loneliness—all these must 
change. Riches cannot be your treasure; 
I must be your supreme treasure.” Jesus’ 
challenge is to think of yourself with-
out riches, without the ability to direct 
a staff, without a house, without wealth 
and its imagined security. Picture your-
self poor, with nothing, stripped of ev-

erything but Him. See yourself without 
treasure, just Him. 

The young man could have heard that 
and thrown himself at the Master’s feet. 
“You are all I want; You are all I need. To 
have Your forgiveness, Your grace, Your 
love—that’s all I want. My wealth is just 
money. You are enough for me.” If he had 
said that, he would have been in the king-
dom. Eternal life would have been his. But 
when Jesus said, “I must be your treasure,” 
he was grieved and walked away sorrowful. 

Mark tells us that Jesus loved this young 
man. Jesus fully understood this rich young 
ruler and loved him with the compassion 
of someone who understood the tempta-
tions of wealth and power. Jesus under-
stood what He was asking this rich young 
man to do. He understood what it means 
to possess great wealth and descend into 
deepest poverty. Jesus is the rich young 
ruler who did not walk away sorrowful 
but who walked into our world of poverty 
and degradation as the Man of Sorrows. 
In coming from heaven to earth, He sold, 
as it were, everything for the poor.

When the truth that Jesus is the ultimate 
rich young ruler who gave it all up for the 
poor melts our hearts and amazes us, filling 
us with joy and wonder, we will be trans-
formed. Beholding Him in His glory and 
sacrifice is transformative. We become like 
Him (2 Cor. 3:18).

DR. TEDD TRIPP is pastor emeritus at Grace Fellowship 

Church in Hazleton, Pa., and president of Shepherding 

the Heart Ministries. He is author of Shepherding a 

Child’s Heart.
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27
MONDAY

LUKE 6:32–36 “Love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return, and your 
reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and the evil. 
Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful” (vv. 35–36).

BEING SONS OF THE MOST HIGH

Christians have the 
greatest incentive of 
all to love and show 
mercy because we 

have received mercy 
from God. Dr. R.C. 

Sproul writes in his 
commentary on 

Luke, “We as 
Christians should be 
known as people of 

mercy because 
we’ve been 

recipients of mercy, 
and as God has been 

kind to us, so we 
ought to be kind to 

our neighbors.”

R esponding to maltreatment with hatred and vengeance is 
not the Christian way, as Jesus makes clear in Luke 6:27–
31. Instead of repaying our enemies in kind, we are to do 

good to them. In fact, we should be proactive in doing good both 
to those who hate us and to our friends. Jesus tells us in verse 31 
to do unto others what we would want them to do to us. We are 
to intentionally do the kind of good to others that we would want 
done to us even before others do anything.

In today’s passage, Christ explains that following the ethic of 
loving our enemies is part of what it means to be children of God. 
We are sons of our Creator only to the degree that we act as He does 
in showing kindness to those who are ungrateful and evil (v. 35). 
Our perfectly holy Father blesses all people, even sinners, by His 
common grace, sending rain on both the just and the unjust so that 
their needs will be met (Matt. 5:44–45). If we are to be His children, 
we must bless all people as we are able. The point here is not that 
we become sons and daughters of God by doing good works for oth-
ers, for we know that our adoption as His children comes by faith 
in Christ alone (John 1:11–13). Instead, Jesus is speaking of family 
resemblance. Children resemble their parents, so the children of 
God will share, as creatures, His characteristic of doing good to all 
people, even His enemies. One is not a child of God if one in no 
way resembles God’s character.

Christians must reflect not the character of the world but the 
character of God. It is not inherently bad to love those who love us, 
but there is no advantage to it, nothing unique about it, since even 
unregenerate people love those who love them. There is nothing 
praiseworthy about lending or giving to people who we know will 
pay us back or give in return, for one does not have to be a follow-
er of Jesus to do that (Luke 6:33–34). True godliness entails loving 
those who do not love us, giving to those who will not give back. 
That is what our Father in heaven does (v. 35), and it is something 
that so goes against our natural sinful inclinations that only the 
work of the Holy Spirit can enable us to accomplish it. Thus, love 
for our enemies is one of the strongest evidences that we actually 
belong to Jesus. Only those who have been transformed by the Lord 
can actually do it. Only if we have been made children of God can 
we be merciful as He is merciful (v. 36).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Proverbs 25:21–22 
Matthew 5:43–48 

Acts 16:16–40 
Romans 12:14–21

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Joshua 18–19 
Luke 5:27–39
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TUESDAY

LUKE 6:37–38 “Judge not, and you will not be judged; condemn not, and you will not be condemned; 
forgive, and you will be forgiven” (v. 37).

JUDGING OTHERS

In declaring that God 
will use a similar 

manner in judging us 
that we use in 

judging others, Jesus 
is not saying that 
God will abandon 
His law or that we 

can avoid 
condemnation 

simply by being nice 
to others. The only 

way to eternal life is 
to believe the 

gospel. Christ’s point 
is that we have no 
right to expect God 
to show mercy to us 
if we do not imitate 

Him in showing 
mercy to others. If 
we do not show 
mercy, we do not 
know the gospel.

I t would be difficult to find a verse more widely misquoted in 
our day than Luke 6:37. Make a moral evaluation of any kind, 
and it will not be too long before someone tells us that Jesus 

instructed us to “judge not.” Our Savior is quoted as if He meant that 
we should never make any judgments regarding the moral behavior 
of others and that He is just fine with licentiousness.

Certainly, Jesus cannot mean that we should stop making all 
moral judgments and that we should never disapprove of the ac-
tions of others. After all, our Savior frequently issued judgments 
during His earthly ministry, rebuking hypocrites who pretended 
that they were better than they actually were (Matt. 23:1–36) as 
well as those who sinned more openly (John 4:16–18). Contrary 
to popular imagination, Jesus did not go about accepting every-
one no matter what, fellowshiping with people even when they 
refused to repent.

Our Savior means to warn us not to make judgments untempered 
by mercy and to use the same measure when judging others that we 
use for ourselves. The context here is key. Jesus has just given many 
beatitude pairs that stress our need to love our enemies and to be 
generous (Luke 6:27–36). Such love and generosity will form our 
characters in a merciful direction and produce in us a propensity 
to look for the best in others. Jesus is warning against harboring 
a judgmental spirit that is overly interested in the faults of others 
and is exhorting us to develop the same patience toward others that 
we show toward ourselves. John Calvin comments, “The design of 
Christ was to guard us against indulging excessive eagerness, or 
peevishness, or malignity, or even curiosity, in judging our neigh-
bors.” Calvin also writes, “It is not necessary that believers should 
become blind, and perceive nothing, but only that they should 
refrain from an undue eagerness to judge.” 

Believers should be slow to condemn and quick to forgive. The 
same measure that we use in evaluating others will be used in God’s 
judgment of us. Honest ancient sellers of grain would pack the 
bushel so tightly that every available space was filled with the crop 
and some would spill over. In like manner, the standard of judg-
ment will be shown to us. If we are merciful, so much mercy will 
be shown to us that there will be no room in the “bushel” of the 
Lord’s judgment for anything else (Luke 6:38).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Psalm 18:25 

Isaiah 42:1–3 
Matthew 7:1–2 

John 7:24

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Joshua 20–22 
Luke 6:1–26
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WEDNESDAY

LUKE 6:39–42 “How can you say to your brother, ‘Brother, let me take out the speck that is in your 
eye,’ when you yourself do not see the log that is in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out 
of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take out the speck that is in your brother’s eye” (v. 42).

JUDGING OURSELVES FIRST

We will deal with sin 
until we die or Jesus 
returns, whichever 
comes first. Thus, 

Jesus in Luke 6:41–42 
does not mean that 
we cannot address 
the sins of others 

until we are 
ourselves sinless. He 
means only that we 

must be dealing with 
our own sin before 
we look to the sins 
of other people in 

the church. Each day, 
we must be putting 
our sin to death and 

pursuing holiness. 
Only then can we 

hope to help others 
do the same.

T he influential early-church father Cyril of Alexandria’s teach-
ing helped lay the foundation of the church’s confession of 
the hypostatic union: Jesus is one divine person in whom 

are perfectly united a human nature and the divine nature. Cyril’s 
comments on Jesus’ words in Luke 6:37 that we “judge not” bear 
repeating because they help set the stage for our study of today’s 
passage. Cyril writes, “Whoever therefore is guided by good sense, 
does not look at the sins of others, does not busy himself about 
the faults of his neighbor, but closely reviews his own misdoings.”

Jesus continues providing instruction on the theme of judgment 
in Luke 6:39–42. Having warned us to temper our judgment with 
mercy and to apply to others the same standards of judgment that 
we apply to ourselves (vv. 37–38), Jesus gives guidance on how we 
can develop a sound standard of judgment (vv. 39–40) and on the 
order we are to follow in making judgments (vv. 41–42). First, let 
us consider what Jesus says about the order of our judgments. Sim-
ply put, we are to endeavor to look at our own lives first before we 
evaluate others, and in so doing, we must make sure that we deal 
with the significant sin in our own lives before we correct others. 
Our propensity as sinners is to ignore the log—the serious sin—in 
our own lives and to focus inordinately on transgressions in others 
that are comparatively less weighty. We are hypocrites when we do 
this, pretending that our more serious sins are not as significant as 
they truly are. Thus, we must deal with ourselves first, putting our 
own sin to death before we deal with the sins of others. Matthew 
Henry comments, “To help to pull the mote out of our brother’s 
eye is a good work, but then we must qualify ourselves for it by 
beginning with ourselves; and our reforming our own lives may, 
by the influence of example, contribute to others reforming theirs.”

Luke 6:39–40 warns us about the danger of the blind leading the 
blind, reminding us that students become like their teachers. The 
main point seems to be that we must choose our teachers careful-
ly. If we choose wrongly, we will be led into disaster, just as a blind 
person will lead another blind person down wrong paths. Having 
the wrong teacher will end in our receiving bad standards and meth-
ods—in this context, bad standards for judgment. Picking the wrong 
teacher will make us more likely to commit the errors in judgment 
that Jesus warns us about.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Deuteronomy 1:16 

Jeremiah 17:10 
Matthew 7:3–5 

2 Corinthians 13:5

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Joshua 23–24 
Luke 6:27–49
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THURSDAY

LUKE 6:43–45 “The good person out of the good treasure of his heart produces good, and the evil 
person out of his evil treasure produces evil, for out of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaks” (v. 45).

THE ABUNDANCE OF THE HEART

We cannot see into 
the hearts of others, 
and we even have 

difficulty judging our 
own hearts. Yet we 

can see the fruit 
produced by the 

hearts of others and 
ourselves, and we 
can make a sound 

evaluation based on 
it. The true character 

of a person will 
show itself over time 
in what that person 
says and does, so we 

should pay close 
attention. Today, let 
us look at the fruit 
we see in our own 

lives and ask 
ourselves whether it 

is good fruit or  
bad fruit. 

T he Sermon on the Plain in Luke 6 contains much of our 
Lord’s teaching on how we are to evaluate and judge others. 
Jesus talks about the manner of judgment—that it is to be 

tempered with mercy and that we are to apply the same rules to 
others that we apply to ourselves (vv. 35–38). Christ also addresses 
the order of judgment—we must deal with our own sin before we 
take on the sin of others (vv. 39–42). In today’s passage, Jesus tells 
us the evidence to weigh in exercising judgment.

Our Lord’s principle is simple: we should base our evaluation 
on the fruit that we see from people. Just as a thornbush does not 
produce figs or a bramble bush grapes, a bad heart will not produce 
good fruit. We can weigh what people do and use that as a clue to 
discern the real state of their hearts (vv. 43–45).

Jesus refers to the mouth speaking as one place to measure fruit. 
Our Lord is not saying that a person is sound simply because his 
life might reflect some praiseworthy qualities. Such qualities are 
a starting point, but a non-Christian who is kind and loving is not 
thereby to be received as a sibling in the faith. A teacher of heresy 
is not acceptable if he is generous and forgiving. Right judgment 
of others, especially of teachers, must be based on ethical qualities 
and on what they say. People who deny essential Christian truth 
are not sound teachers or fellow believers no matter how morally 
upright they might appear to be (2 John 4–11). John Calvin right-
ly cautions us, “Believers ought to examine carefully what kind of 
doctrine is taught by those who profess to be the servants of God.”

Based on Jesus’ teaching on our need to temper judgment with 
mercy and to apply to others the same standard we apply to our-
selves, we should be quick to show the judgment of charity that 
assumes the best about people, especially fellow Christians (Luke 
6:36–38). That does not mean, however, that we should be credu-
lous. When bad fruit is evident, we are right to take notice. People 
show us the true character of their faith by their works (James 2:18).

Yet this call to look for fruit is not limited to judgment of others, 
for we should also evaluate ourselves by the fruit of our lives. As 
we grow in Christ, we should see in our lives the fruit of the Spirit 
(Gal. 5:22–23) and an increasing hunger for the truth of God’s Word 
(Prov. 23:23). We are looking not for perfection but for sincerity in 
these areas both in ourselves and in others.

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Isaiah 27:6 
Ezekiel 15 

Matthew 7:15–20 
John 15:1–17

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Judges 1–2 

Luke 7:1–35
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FRIDAY

LUKE 6:46–49 “Everyone who comes to me and hears my words and does them, I will show you 
what he is like: he is like a man building a house, who dug deep and laid the foundation on the rock. 
And when a flood arose, the stream broke against that house and could not shake it, because it had 
been well built” (vv. 47–48).

BUILDING OUR LIVES ON CHRIST

Dr. R.C. Sproul writes 
in his commentary 

on Luke, “If you build 
your house on the 
Word of God and 

you build your house 
on Jesus Christ, the 
everlasting Rock, 
even a tsunami 

cannot ruin your life.” 
True disciples of 

Jesus show that they 
trust in Him by 

seeking to obey Him 
and repenting when 
they fall short. It is 
impossible to have 

Jesus as Savior if we 
are not endeavoring 

to follow Him as 
Lord.

G ood sermons frequently conclude with a call to action, so 
we are not surprised to find that Jesus ended His Sermon on 
the Plain with an exhortation to do something. As we see 

in today’s passage, Christ did not leave His hearers to guess at how 
they should respond to His teaching, and by extension He does not 
leave later readers such as us to guess either. Luke 6:46–49 tells us 
very clearly that we are to build our lives on our Lord’s instruction 
by putting His words into practice.

Jesus begins by asking why we would call Him “Lord” if we do not 
do what He says (v. 46). Clearly, He intends us to see that we cannot 
truly honor Him with our words only but that we must serve Him 
with our lives. The old covenant prophets often castigated the ancient 
Jews for honoring God with their lips while having hearts that were far 
from Him (e.g., see Isa. 29:13–14), and Christ’s question of His disciples 
in Luke 6:46 stands in this tradition. We do not truly recognize His 
lordship unless we do what He says. This is a lesson we cannot hear 
too often in our day when many people still profess trust in Christ 
but seem to have little concern to obey Him.

The Lord follows up His question in Luke 6:46 with a parable that 
demonstrates obedience to Jesus as the wisest choice we could ever 
make. In the land of Israel, because of the dry conditions, there are 
many wadis, or seasonal rivers. For much of the year, these rivers are 
completely dry and fill with water only during the two annual peri-
ods of rain. This creates the prospect of flash flooding when the rivers 
suddenly fill with water and overflow. Homes built on shaky founda-
tions are apt to be washed away during these floods, but those that 
are constructed on secure foundations can stand.

Jesus bases His parable in verses 47–49 on this reality. Those who 
hear His words but disobey them are like the person who builds his 
house on an insecure foundation. Ultimately, his efforts come to naught 
because the floodwaters wash his house away. On the other hand, to 
hear and obey Jesus makes one like the man who builds his house on 
a secure foundation. When the flood comes, his house stands firm. 
The point is simple: only those who hear and obey Jesus endure unto 
eternal life. This is not, of course, because our good works merit eter-
nal life or make us righteous in God’s sight but because obedience to 
Christ is the necessary, inevitable fruit of saving faith, which alone 
lays hold of salvation (vv. 43–45; Eph. 2:8–10; James 2:14–26).

FOR FURTHER STUDY  
Isaiah 28:16 

Matthew 7:24–27

THE BIBLE IN A YEAR  
Judges 3–5 

Luke 7:36–50

THE WEEKEND  
Judges 6–10 

Luke 8
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H E A R T  A F L A M E

I n the late eighties , Heinz ketch-
up ran an advertising campaign with 
the tagline “The best things come to 

those who wait.” How many companies 
today would try to market their product 
by encouraging people to have patience? 
The last thing we want to do is to wait; we 
want what we want, and we want it now. 
The occasions on which we manifest im-
patience are legion. If we have access only 
to dial-up internet, we might be willing 
to wait for a webpage to load, though we 
won’t like it, but having enjoyed the priv-
ilege of DSL, cable, or fiber-optic internet 
service providers, we grow more and more 
frustrated by the second if we click a link 
and the page doesn’t appear onscreen im-
mediately. When the light turns green and 
the driver in front of us is staring at his 
cell phone; when an employee at a store 
or a customer-service agent appears to be 
incompetent or slow; when our children 
interrupt our plans for a quiet evening; 
when someone doesn’t respond to our text, 
email, or voicemail in a timely fashion—in 
all these cases and many others, whether 
toward people, toward circumstances, or 
ultimately toward God, we vent our im-
patience both inwardly and outwardly.

Yet the Lord commands His people to ex-

hibit the Spirit’s fruit of patience (Gal. 5:22; 
1 Thess. 5:14; James 5:7–8). It is to mark our 
relationships with other people (1 Cor. 13:4; 
Eph. 4:2; Col. 3:12), our suffering (2 Cor. 1:6; 
Col. 1:11; James 5:10; 1 Peter 2:20), and our 
ministries to the lost and the found (2 Cor. 
6:6; 2 Tim. 2:24; 3:10; 4:2). So how do we 
cultivate this most challenging of graces?

1. Since the nature of impatience is in 
large part being in a hurry, we cultivate 
patience by looking out for those areas of 
life in which we are prone to want things 
to happen quickly, even immediately. Sa-
tan will seek to tempt us where we are 
least protected, so by identifying the oc-
casions of temptation, we will be able to 
resist sin with greater alertness. Solomon’s 
exhortation to vigilance over our desires 
is key in becoming a more patient person: 
“Watch over your heart with all diligence, 
for from it flow the springs of life” (Prov. 
4:23, NASB). 

2. Contrary to conventional wisdom that 
would flippantly warn us not to pray for 
patience, we cultivate patience by beseech-
ing the Lord earnestly for it. Having sought 
the Lord’s grace, we need not avoid the dif-
ficult situations that call for it. This may 
sound contradictory to the first point, but if 
our guard is up, then prayerfully and care-

Cultivating Patience
C A L E B  C A N G E L O S I

66  T A B L E T A L K  M A R C H  2 0 2 3



 IMPATIENCE LEADS 
US TO ANXIETY 

AND WORRY,  AND 
TO DISBELIEVE 

THAT GOD’S 
PROVIDENTIAL 

TIMING IS  BEST.

fully entering difficult situations around 
difficult people gives us opportunities, by 
the Spirit’s power, to work out the muscle 
of patience.

3. Patience, like so many other graces, 
grows best in winter. “Through many trib-
ulations we must enter the kingdom of 
God” (Acts 14:22), and so we learn to wait 
patiently by enduring suffering with our 
eyes fixed on the hope to be brought to us 
when Christ returns, be-
lieving that “the suffer-
ings of this present time 
are not worth compar-
ing with the glory that 
is to be revealed to us” 
(Rom. 8:18). In this life 
we groan within our-
selves, enduring the 
pains of childbirth un-
til, along with creation, 
we enter the freedom 
of the glory God has re-
served for His children 
(vv. 19–23).

4. One way that the Spirit enables us to 
put off sin and to put on righteousness is 
by causing us to see how sinful sin truly is 
(see 7:13). Therefore, we cultivate patience 
by realizing the sinfulness of impatience 
and with a holy fear reminding ourselves 
often not only that impatience is itself a 
sin but also that it leads to further sin. 
Impatience led Saul to disobey God by 
offering the burnt offering that Samuel 
the priest was supposed to offer (1 Sam. 
13:8–15). Impatience led the Israelites to 
grumble against God and to impute evil 
to Him and to His servant (Num. 21:4–5). 
Impatience leads us to anxiety and worry 
and to disbelieve that God’s providential 
timing is best.

At root, all impatience is impatience 
with God, His will, His wisdom, His plan, 
and His ways. When God’s schedule is not 
our schedule, we lash out in our selfish 

hearts, with defiant wills, and with angry 
words. The trajectory of impatience away 
from God and His commandments shows 
us how important it is to clothe ourselves 
with patience.

5. We cultivate patience by recollecting 
all the times that we have done the very 
things for which we grow frustrated and im-
patient with others. We have looked at our 
cell phone when the light turns green. We 

have been incompetent 
and slow. We have inter-
rupted someone’s plans. 
We have responded too 
slowly to an email. How 
often have others been 
patient with us? Since 
we have been the recip-
ients of patience, we 
should have grace and 
compassion on others. 

6. More than anyone 
else who has shown us 
patience, God has. His 

kindness, forbearance, and patience toward 
us are designed to lead us to repentance 
(Rom. 2:4). His patient forgiveness and love 
in Jesus Christ are meant to lead us to pa-
tient forgiveness and love (Matt. 18:21–35; 
Luke 7:36–50; Eph. 4:32–5:2). His electing 
grace should fill our hearts with compas-
sion, kindness, humility, gentleness, and 
patience (Col. 3:12). 

As we pursue patience, we will repeat-
edly fail. Yet secure in the knowledge that 
our impatience is already forgiven in Jesus 
Christ and that we are clothed in a righ-
teousness from God through faith in our 
Savior, let us boldly forget what lies behind 
and reach forward to what lies ahead in 
our journey to the perfect patience that 
will be ours in glory (Phil. 3:8–14).

REV. CALEB CANGELOSI is senior pastor of Pear Orchard 

Presbyterian Church in Ridgeland, Miss., and founder of 

Log College Press.
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F O R  T H E  C H U R C H

J onathan edwards served as  a 
missionary-pastor to the Mohawk and 
Mohican Indians from 1751 to 1758. De-

spite the numerous challenges of ministry in 
the northeastern frontier, the New England 
pastor was not fixated on contextualization 
or man-centered methods of mission and dis-
cipleship. Rather, like the Apostles, Edwards 
was devoted to gospel proclamation through 
the ordinary means of grace (Acts 2:42). 

saving power through  
appointed means 
Edwards believed that the word of the cross 
(i.e., the gospel) is the operative power of 
God unto salvation (Rom. 1:16; 1 Cor. 1:18). 
Moreover, he believed that Christ’s saving 
power is mediated through divinely appoint-
ed means. In other words, salvation comes 
to us ordinarily through the means of Word, 
sacraments, and prayer in the context of 
the local church. Despite his foreign con-
text and contrary to all human wisdom, the 
Colonial missionary placed his confidence 
in what God promises to use and not what 
man thinks might work. He carried out the 
ministry on God’s terms, not man’s devices. 
Through the means of grace, God’s elect re-
ceive Christ and abide in Him through faith. 

The example of Jonathan Edwards punc-

tuates the essential point that the context of 
ministry must never determine the means of 
ministry. Geography and culture must never 
determine theology and practice. Whether 
laboring in the sophisticated environs of 
Northampton or the wilderness surround-
ings of Stockbridge, Edwards modeled an 
unflinching commitment to the proclama-
tion of Christ through Word and sacrament. 
He stood firmly in the Reformed tradition. 
Believing the Westminster Shorter Cate-
chism to be “an excellent system of divin-
ity,” Edwards believed that the 

outward and ordinary means whereby 
Christ communicates to us the benefits of 
redemption are his ordinances, especial-
ly the word, sacraments, and prayer; all 
which are made effectual to the elect for 
salvation. (WSC 88)

In other words, it is through the ordinary 
means of grace that the ascended Christ, by the 
Spirit, saves, sanctifies, and comforts His cho-
sen ones. The means of grace are the effectual 
tools that Christ has promised to use to build 
His church (Matt. 16:18; 28:18–20; Acts 2:42; 
1 Cor. 1:18–2:5; 4:1; 2 Tim. 4:2–5). Of course, 
it’s not in the tools alone that Edwards placed 
his confidence but the saving power of Christ 

Ordinary Means of Grace 
Ministry
J O N  D .  P A Y N E
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operative in and through them. Religious and 
liturgical formalism was an abomination to 
Edwards. It should also be to us.

god’s strategy is the means of grace 
Edwards’ example of fidelity to the means 
of grace serves as a strong reminder to pas-
tors and churches alike not to exchange 
God’s means of grace for the world’s strat-
egies of growth. Too often in churches to-
day, even among the Reformed, faithful 
preaching gets eclipsed by man-centered, 
sociology-driven, moralistic homilies. Bap-
tism and the Lord’s Supper often receive 
little attention compared to praise teams 
and church programs. Prayer gets pushed to 
the margins of worship and congregational 
life. The vanishing of Lord’s Day evening 
worship further accentuates the need to 
recover God’s strategy for Christ-centered 
discipleship in our churches. Pastors are 
called first and foremost to be “servants 
of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of 
God” (1 Cor. 4:1). Those mysteries of God 
are the Christ-instituted means of grace 
through which He gives us Himself.

why ordinary?
Some might wonder why the means of 
grace are often referred to as ordinary. They 
are ordinary in that they do not possess 
the outward and visible glory of the signs, 
miracles, and wonders of the exodus, the 
public ministry of Christ, or Pentecost. The 
means of grace are simple, unadorned, and 
common. At the same time, the means of 
grace are quite extraordinary. Why? Be-
cause God has promised to work through 
them for the salvation of His elect, to bring 
guilty sinners into union and communion 
with Christ through faith. Therefore, to 
neglect the ordinary means of grace in 
the ministry of the church is not only to 
question the wisdom of God; it’s to dis-
regard the saving power of Christ. This 
doesn’t mean, of course, that church min-

istry outside Lord’s Day public worship is 
never appropriate or beneficial to God’s 
people. Midweek church programs and 
various ministry activities can be a great 
blessing, but they must never overshadow 
the ordinary means of grace. 

ordained tools for destroying  
satan’s kingdom
Finally, the ordinary means of grace are the 
tools through which God will gradually de-
stroy Satan and the kingdom of darkness. 
In his famous History of the Work of Redemp-
tion, Edwards states that the destruction of 
Satan and his kingdom “will not be accom-
plished at once.” Instead, he explains that 
“this work will be accomplished by means, 
by the preaching of the gospel, and the use 
of the ordinary means of grace, and so shall 
gradually be brought to pass.”

Dear believer, sinners are saved and Satan 
is vanquished not through the visible glory 
of social activism, political victories, or cul-
tural transformation. As beneficial as these 
pursuits might be to improve society, the 
saving power of Christ is not mediated 
through them. In fact, it’s one of Satan’s tac-
tics to make us believe that it is. Rather, the 
saving power of Christ is operative, by the 
Spirit, through God’s chosen instruments 
of salvation: preaching, prayer, water, bread, 
and wine. Administered by lawfully ordained 
ministers of the gospel, the ordinary means 
of grace form God’s chief strategy for mak-
ing disciples. God creates and confirms faith 
through them, and not apart from them. In 
the tradition of the Reformers, Edwards be-
lieved that an ordinary-means-of-grace min-
istry is a gospel ministry focused on the per-
son and work of Christ and filled with the 
saving power of Christ. May we believe it 
as well.

DR. JON D. PAYNE is senior pastor of Christ Church 

Presbyterian in Charleston, S.C. He is author or editor of 

several books, including John Owen and the Lord’s Supper.
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H ave you observed that many 
controversies in our culture re-
volve around family and children? 

Hot-button topics include gender identi-
ty; medical decisions regarding children; 
a school’s responsibility to notify parents 
regarding what gender, pronouns, or name 
children choose to use; and what bathrooms 
or locker rooms children should be allowed 
to use. 

It is not surprising that the family and 
children are arenas where the rapidly shift-
ing values of our culture are being played 
out. These challenges to family life and 
raising children provide an opportunity 
for the body of Christ. It is hard to imagine 
a more powerful apologetic for Christian 
faith than well-ordered families with pro-
ductive, happy children.

Several elements of the beauty of Chris-
tian faith, when lived out, will be a witness 
to the watching world. 

headship
Teaching children to live joyfully under au-
thority is a foundational lesson. God promis-
es rich blessing as children honor and obey 
father and mother. It goes well with them 
and they enjoy long life (Eph. 6:1–3). As par-
ents, we must make a persuasive case for 

living under authority. So we remind our 
children that there is a God in heaven who 
is good. In great love, He has put them in 
a family. He has given them parents who 
love them. To honor and obey father and 
mother is a blessing. This truth is not taught 
through demands and threats. It is learned 
as the beauty and goodness of God’s ways 
are held out for our children in family life. 

nurture
Most parenting advice focuses on how to 
get kids to do what you want them to do. 
The advice given is behaviorism—how to 
manage and control what children say and 
do. Biblical parenting, however, begins with 
the truth that all behavior is heart-driven. 
It is from the overflow of the heart that the 
mouth speaks (Luke 6:45). The heart must 
be diligently guarded because it is the well-
spring of life (Prov. 4:23). Christian parents 
are not concerned merely with incentives 
and disincentives to manage behavior, but 
they also want children to understand the 
heart issues that motivate behavior. Help 
your children understand their attitudes of 
heart. Pride versus humility, anger versus 
peacemaking, covetousness versus gener-
osity, love of self versus love for others—
these are all a priority for nurturing our 

Disciplining Children  
as a Witness
T E D D  T R I P P
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children. Christian parents who help their 
children understand their motivations can 
stand in solidarity with their children. Ev-
ery parent knows how selfishness works in 
the human heart. We know how to bring 
those sinful motives to Christ for forgive-
ness and cleansing. We must model gospel 
humility of repentance and faith for our 
children. Managing our children through 
behaviorism does not require the hope and 
power of the gospel. But helping children 
understand their heart motivations natu-
rally leads to the cross, the need for forgive-
ness, and the grace and empowerment of 
the gospel promises.

stewardship
The parable of the talents in Matthew 25 
teaches the importance of stewardship and 
accountability. The master entrusted his 
servants with his property and went on a 
long journey. Upon his return, he settled 
accounts with his servants in the expec-
tation that they had profitably invested 
what was entrusted to them. This story 
is a wonderful lesson to impress on our 
children. God had entrusted them with 
gifts, abilities, and opportunities. They are 
stewards of what the Master has entrusted 
to them. This understanding of stewardship 
must be woven into the fabric of everyday 
life. God has entrusted us with treasure 
and looks for a return on His investment. 
Helping children understand these things 
helps them to live with wisdom—to take 
themselves and their choices seriously.

god’s glory
I remember teaching the catechism to 
my children: “Q. Who made you? A. God 
made me. Q. Why did God make you and 
all things? A. For his own glory.” The Bible 
begins with all we need to know and to 
understand about life: “In the beginning, 
God.” Not only was everything that we 
experience made by God; it was made for 

His glory. The entire created order and 
all its variegated glories exist to point 
to a greater glory—the magnificent and 
eternal glory of God. In our sinfulness, 
we ignore the God for whose glory we 
were made and worship and serve creat-
ed things rather than the Creator. In the 
Christian family, we point our children 
to the glorious One. His wonders orient 
and give meaning to life. Life is not all 
about me but is about God’s transcen-
dent truth. Children who embrace this 
truth will live with a sense of dignity and 
purpose that is appropriate to creatures 
made in the image of God.

My wife and I recently had a conversation 
with a young physician and his wife who 
were intrigued by the training and nurture 
that a Christian family in their neighbor-
hood provided for their children. Much 
of our conversation revolved around the 
values they saw reflected in these children 
and how those values had been instilled by 
faithful parents. The interaction with this 
couple caused me to reflect on the powerful 
ways that the gospel is preached when our 
children understand the goodness of living 
under authority, the nurturing insight of 
understanding their hearts and motivations, 
the humility of seeing oneself as a steward 
of gifts from God, and living for someone 
larger than ourselves.

As Christians, we provide this training 
in obedience to what God called us to do. 
The apologetic implications and the oppor-
tunities of witness are not the goal; they are 
simply a by-product of providing this foun-
dational Christian training for our children. 
“Let your light shine before others, so that 
they may see your good works and give glo-
ry to your Father” (Matt. 5:16).

DR. TEDD TRIPP is pastor emeritus at Grace Fellowship 
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R o b e rt  s m i t h  c a nd l i s h  was 
once speaking with Alexander 
Moody-Stuart. Such a conversa-

tion would have been amazing to overhear, 
since both men were evangelical titans in the 
Church of Scotland. Nevertheless, history has 
recorded only one thing from that old con-
versation. Candlish told Moody-Stuart that 
he was struck by a minister capturing the at-
tention of Dundee: Robert Murray M’Cheyne. 
“I can’t understand M’Cheyne,” Candlish 
remarked. “Grace seems natural to him.”

a trophy of grace
Robert Murray M’Cheyne (1813–43) con-
tinues to captivate Christians almost two 
centuries since his death—just as he did 
Candlish. People spoke of the young pastor 
as “the most Jesus-like man” they had ever 
met. To study M’Cheyne is to observe a tes-
timony to the sovereign Lord who “saved 
us and called us to a holy calling, not be-
cause of our works but because of his own 
purpose and grace, which he gave us in 
Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 1:9).

God’s grace is a thread woven deeply into 
the tapestry of M’Cheyne’s life. The grace 
that converted M’Cheyne’s soul from dark-
ness also commissioned him as a minister 
of the evangel, of the gospel.

salvation by grace
Born in 1813 to Adam and Lockhart 
M’Cheyne, Robert was the youngest of five 
children. From the start, Robert demon-
strated a noticeable ability in his studies 
and a personality that always found him 
among the most popular students in his 
class. Adam fondly recalled how four-year-
old Robert learned the Greek alphabet for 
fun while recovering from sickness. In time, 
Robert gravitated toward gymnastics, po-
etry, sketching, and reading. Natural gifts 
seeped through all of M’Cheyne’s endeav-
ors. Spiritual grace, however, was absent 
in Robert’s early years.

The M’Cheyne family were members 
of various congregations of the Church of 
Scotland during Robert’s childhood. Robert 
was a faithful attendee at the catechism 
classes, and his friends later recalled the 
clarity and sweetness with which he recited 
Scripture passages and answers to the West-
minster Shorter Catechism. Yet the public 
piety masked an inward self-righteousness. 
M’Cheyne later reckoned his early religious 
devotion as nothing more than a “lifeless 
morality,” regarding these days as ones 
“wherein he cherished a pure morality, 
but lived in heart a Pharisee.”

Robert was close with all his siblings, 

The Life and Ministry of 
Robert Murray M’Cheyne
J O R D A N  S T O N E
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O H  T H A T  H E A R T  A N D  U N D E R S T A N D I N G 

M A Y  G R O W  T O G E T H E R ,  L I K E  B R O T H E R 

A N D  S I S T E R ,  L E A N I N G  O N  O N E 

A N O T H E R !  — R O B E R T  M U R R A Y  M ’ C H E Y N E

but his eldest brother, David, was a model 
and mentor. Robert watched David’s every 
move. David’s soul had experienced true 
conversion, and his keen sense of eternal 
realities convicted Robert’s complacency. “I 
well remember,” Robert wrote, “I have seen 
him reading his Bible, or shutting his closet 
door to pray, when I have been dressing to 
go to some frolic, or some dance or folly.” 

In God’s providence, David was the hu-

man agent through which Robert received 
new life in Christ. But it was David’s dying, 
more than his living, that brought Robert 
to full conviction.

In July 1831, David died from a severe 
fever. On the eleventh anniversary of Da-
vid’s heavenly homecoming, Robert re-
corded, “This day eleven years ago, I lost 
my loved and loving brother, and began 
to seek a Brother who cannot die.” Rob-
ert’s seeking drove him to The Sum of Sav-
ing Knowledge, a short work of theology 
typically attached to the Westminster 
Confession of Faith. The book declared 
the way of acceptance with God and pro-
vided M’Cheyne with the assurance of 

faith. Friends remarked on the evident 
change in Robert. He soon thrust himself 
into Christian service—Sabbath school, 
diligent reading of Scripture, and feasting 
on God’s gracious gospel.

Robert’s call to ministry was almost si-
multaneous with his conversion. Within 
weeks of coming to Christ, Robert appeared 
before the Presbytery of Edinburgh and in-
dicated his desire to study for the ministry. 

studying god’s grace
In November 1831, Robert M’Cheyne ma-
triculated into the thriving Divinity Hall 
at the University of Edinburgh. There 
he came under the influence of Thomas 
Chalmers, who was at the pinnacle of his 
power. Chalmers taught the divinity courses 
and took M’Cheyne under his wing, train-
ing the young man in theological, minis-
terial, and spiritual concerns.

Growth in the grace and knowledge of 
Jesus Christ marked M’Cheyne’s years at 
the Divinity Hall. Increased piety matched 
his ever-increasing ability in Bible and 
theology. His diary bursts with longings 
for Christlikeness:
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church unanimously called M’Cheyne to 
be its minister. 

Robert M’Cheyne enjoyed a remarkably 
successful ministry in Dundee for the next 
three years, preaching twice every Lord’s Day 
to a gallery of 1,100 attendees. He installed 
ten elders to the session. He introduced a 
Thursday-night prayer meeting; eight hun-
dred participants attended. During the sum-
mer months, he held weekly “meetings for 
singing,” intended to improve the congre-
gation’s ability in song. Other innovative 
practices included increasing the number 
of communion seasons—festivals that cul-
minated with the celebration of the Lord’s 
Supper—from two to four times per year. In 
1837, M’Cheyne started a Sabbath school to 
reach young children. He also established 
a Tuesday-night Bible study for older chil-
dren that attracted more than 250 youth.

The evident fruitfulness did not remove a 
restlessness in M’Cheyne’s heart, a restless-
ness for revival. Since 1836, M’Cheyne had 
preached and prayed for revival in the land.

The Lord answered Robert’s prayer in 
1839. It just so happened that M’Cheyne 
was out of town when the revival began.

Earlier that year, M’Cheyne had been ap-
pointed a member of the soon-to-be-famous 
“Mission of Inquiry” to the Holy Land. The 
Church of Scotland had appointed a com-
mittee to travel to the Holy Land and back, 
scouting potential sites for missionary ac-
tivity to the Jews. In his stead, Robert placed 
William Chalmers Burns in St. Peter’s pul-
pit. Although young, Burns preached the 
gospel with noticeable unction. M’Cheyne 
had long thought that revival would come 
when he was absent. “I sometimes think 
that a great blessing may come to my people 
in my absence. Often God does not bless us 
when we are in the midst of our labours, lest 
we shall say, ‘My hand and my eloquence 
have done it,’ ” M’Cheyne commented.

What right have I to steal and abuse my 
Master’s time? “Redeem it,” He is cry-
ing to me.

Not a trait worth remembering! And yet 
these four-and-twenty hours must be ac-
counted for.

Oh that heart and understanding may 
grow together, like brother and sister, 
leaning on one another!

Oh for true, unfeigned humility!

More abundant longings for the work of 
the ministry. Oh that Christ would but 
count me faithful, that a dispensation of 
the gospel might be committed to me!

A gospel dispensation arrived soon after 
M’Cheyne completed his seminary studies. 

ministry by grace
Robert Murray M’Cheyne became assis-
tant to John Bonar in the autumn of 1835. 
Bonar was the minister of the united par-
ish of Larbert and Dunipace. M’Cheyne’s 
brief time under Bonar provided numerous 
preaching opportunities and cemented a 
feature of his future ministerial pattern: 
pastoral visitation. Bonar was an earnest 
shepherd, visiting countless souls and 
homes each day. Robert told his parents 
that he enjoyed visitation more than any 
other aspect of ministry.

In the spring of 1836, St. Peter’s Dundee 
was searching for its first pastor. Robert 
Candlish thought M’Cheyne was the best 
candidate and tried to secure an ideal date 
for M’Cheyne’s visit to Dundee. And so it 
was, in August 1836, that Robert preached 
a candidating sermon from Song of Songs 
2:8–17. The congregation immediately rec-
ognized M’Cheyne’s gifts and graces, as the 
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S U P E R N A T U R A L L Y  G R A C E D .  H I S  M O T T O 

W A S  “ T H E  L O V E  O F  C H R I S T . ”

The Dundee revival began in August 1839 
through Burns’ ministry. For months, church 
meetings were held nightly. When M’Cheyne 
returned, it seemed as if the whole town had 
been awakened—such was the Spirit’s sov-
ereign work in salvation and sanctification. 

M’Cheyne’s final years found him faith-
ful in the gospel ministry. He worked to 
extend the revival joy and campaigned in 
denominational politics. He also went on 
various evangelistic tours, finding such 
happiness in evangelistic preaching that he 
planned to become an itinerant minister. 

The Lord had other plans.
In early March 1843, M’Cheyne con-

tracted “the typhus fever.” On March 25, 
while on his sickbed, Robert raised his 
hands as if pronouncing a benediction 
and then breathed his last. He was only 
twenty-nine years old.

living by grace
A letter from a visitor to St. Peter’s lay un-
opened on Robert M’Cheyne’s desk while the 
preacher passed from this world to the next. 
Someone opened it the week after his death.

I hope you will pardon a stranger for 
addressing you a few lines. I heard you 

preach last Sabbath evening, and it pleased 
God to bless that sermon to my soul. It 
was not so much what you said, as your 
manner of speaking, that struck me. I saw 
in you a beauty in holiness that I never 
saw before.

Such luster in living and might in min-
istry was all of grace. M’Cheyne knew noth-
ing could be done for Christ apart from 
Christ’s grace. “Unfathomable oceans of 
grace are in Christ for you,” M’Cheyne de-
clared. “Dive and dive again, you will nev-
er come to the bottom of these depths.” 
M’Cheyne plumbed those depths with 
particular zeal through his feasting on 
Scripture, persistent prayer, sanctifying 
the Sabbath, and all-consuming love for 
Christ. His preaching was little more than 
testifying to the gospel of God’s grace. 
M’Cheyne was naturally gifted and super-
naturally graced. His motto was “the love 
of Christ.” His life was thus a living epistle 
to the grace of Christ.
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