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1 

OUR NEED FOR THE MESSIAH 
Matthew 1:1-17 

Do you ever feel as if you are being swallowed up by the 

world’s darkness? What is your instinctive response? Is it to 

run away or to lash out? Do you try to take control? Do you 

give in and go with the flow or even exploit the situation for 

your own benefit? That’s what Levi did. 

He was a Jewish man who lived in Galilee during the First 

Century. His country was occupied by the Roman Empire, 

and their idolatry and immorality were an affront to Jewish 

values. How did people respond? 
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A group called Essenes fled to the wilderness to establish 

pure communities. Angry zealots wanted to rebel and fight 

the Romans. The Pharisees responded by practicing their 

strict religious traditions for all to see and shaming others 

into following them. Another group known as Sadducees 

were doctrinal minimalists who embraced Greco-Roman 

culture whenever possible. But some like Levi chose to work 

for the Romans. They collected taxes from their countrymen 

and took an extra cut for themselves. 

Most Jews regarded tax collectors as traitors. They 

despised them and could not stand to be around them. Men 

like Levi must have had hard hearts to endure that kind of 

ostracism. They probably justified their behavior by saying 

cynical things like, “Well if it isn’t me, someone else will take 

an even bigger cut.” 

But no matter how calloused you are, there are still 

moments when guilt breaks through. Jesus once told a story 

about a Pharisee and a tax collector praying. Luke 18:13 

tells us that he said, “But the tax collector, standing far off, 

would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his 

breast, saying, 'God, be merciful to me, a sinner!'” 

Is there any hope when you’re that deep in the darkness? 

Jesus thought so. He went on to say that we all need to 

humble ourselves like that tax collector (Lu 18:14). He called 
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everyone to turn from their sin and to trust in the good news 

of God’s coming kingdom (Mt 3:2). Most of the Pharisees 

rejected that message because it clashed with their pride in 

all their self-righteous deeds. But tax collectors and other 

sinful outcasts were drawn to Jesus. 

One day Jesus came face to face with Levi. Luke 5:27-28 

tells us, “After this he went out and saw a tax collector 

named Levi, sitting at the tax booth. And he said to him, 

‘Follow me.’ And leaving everything, he rose and followed 

him.” 

We do not know what interaction they had before that 

moment. But Luke tells us that afterward Levi made a great 

feast and invited the other tax collectors in the area to meet 

Jesus. Later Levi even became one of the apostles.  

Perhaps Jesus gave him a new name like he did with Simon 

Peter, because at that point Levi is called Matthew which 

means gift of the Lord. 

The New Testament does not give us any other details 

about Matthew. Apparently, he was not outspoken like Peter 

or as close to Jesus as John. He did not betray Jesus like 

Judas or doubt his resurrection like Thomas. He was simply 

present with the other apostles watching, listening, and 

serving.  
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But a second century church leader named Papias claimed 

that Matthew wrote down the teachings of Jesus. Now the 

author of the first book of the New Testament never explicitly 

identifies himself in the text. But the earliest manuscripts of 

it are titled, “The Gospel according to Matthew.” Modern 

critics reject his authorship, but it makes perfect sense. With 

his background as a tax collector, he was probably fluent in 

several languages and good at record-keeping. 

So, what did a first century Jewish tax collector turned 

apostle say about Jesus? He presents him as the Messiah 

who fulfills the promises of the Old Testament. He is the 

coming king who gives light to those lost in darkness and 

leads them to the kingdom of heaven.  

Matthew’s Gospel contains 28 packed chapters, so as I 

work my way through verse by verse, I plan to split it up into 

several series. I am calling my study of the first four chapters 

“Messiah’s Dawn.” In this part of his Gospel, Matthew sets 

the background for the ministry of Jesus.  

He begins in verses 1-17 of chapter 1 with the genealogy of 

Jesus. But this passage is more than a simple family tree. It 

links Jesus to the storyline of the Old Testament to show 

that he stands in the Messianic line.  
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Yet Matthew’s genealogy is different from those we find in 

the Old Testament. They focus almost entirely on men, but 

he highlights several women. He also leaves out some men 

to frame the record into three sets of fourteen. Scholars 

speculate as to why he chose that number, and there is no 

clear answer. 

I think that each grouping points to a reason that we need 

the Messiah. This genealogy helps us understand why the 

world is the way it is, and it shows us that the best way to 

respond to the darkness is to place your hope in Jesus. 
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The Promise of Blessing 

Have you ever received a truly free gift? Some presents are 

a reward for what you have done, not compensation but a 

way of saying thank you. Others are given because it is 

expected in certain relationships at a milestone or a holiday. 

But when I speak of a free gift, I am referring to one that is 

unexpected and undeserved. 

The first group of names in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus 

directs us to the promise of blessing that God has freely 

given. It begins in Matthew 1:1 with a title: “The book of the 

genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of 

Abraham.” 
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The Greek term translated as genealogy in this verse is the 

word genesis. This is the origin story of Jesus. It shows him 

to be Christ. The Hebrew word for that Greek title is 

Messiah. In English we could say the Anointed one.  

But the word genesis also reminds us of the first book of the 

Old Testament, and I think that was intentional. Adam and 

Eve were created to live in a perfect world with an 

unhindered relationship with God. But when they disobeyed 

him the blessing of that relationship was lost. The world fell 

into spiritual darkness and death. 

Luke’s Gospel traces the genealogy of Jesus back to Adam, 

but Matthew’s genealogy begins with Abraham. I think 

Matthew does this because Abraham is the one who 

received God’s unexpected and undeserved promise of 

restoration to blessing. Genesis 12:2-3 tells us that the Lord 

said to Abraham, 

And I will make of you a great nation, and I 

will bless you and make your name great, so 

that you will be a blessing. I will bless those 

who bless you, and him who dishonors you I 

will curse, and in you all the families of the 

earth shall be blessed. 

So, for the Lord’s plan to move forward, Abraham needed a 

son. He needed descendants who could multiply into a great 
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nation. Since he was already seventy-five years old, this 

promise tested his faith. He struggled and stumbled several 

times, but after twenty-five years the Lord miraculously 

enabled his wife Sarah to bear a son. Matthew 1:2-3a tells 

us, “Abraham was the father of Isaac, and Isaac the father 

of Jacob, and Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers, 

and Judah the father of Perez and Zerah by Tamar…” 

Genesis has much to say about Isaac and Jacob and their 

family struggles. Jacob tricked his father into giving him the 

blessing reserved for his brother Esau. But then Jacob’s 

uncle tricked him into marrying his fiancée’s sister. He 

ended up marrying both women and their maid servants, so 

that he ended up with twelve sons from four wives.  

Though Judah was not the oldest, the line of blessing 

passed through him, but he certainly did not deserve it. 

Matthew directs our attention to the sad story of Tamar from 

Genesis 38. She married Judah’s oldest son, but the Lord 

struck him down because of his wickedness. To preserve 

the family line, the custom was for Judah’s next son to marry 

Tamar. He did so, but he was also struck down for his 

wickedness.  

Judah had one more son, but he did not arrange for him to 

marry Tamar. So, Tamar went to meet Judah with her face 

covered. He did not realize it was her. He assumed that she 
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was a prostitute. It is not clear whether that was her 

intention, but Tamar became pregnant through her father-

in-law. The whole story is disturbing! Neither of them is 

presented in a positive light, but by God’s grace the 

Abrahamic line of blessing continued. 

The next few generations of their descendants lived in Egypt 

thanks to the Lord’s provision through Judah’s brother 

Joseph during a time of famine. We know very little about 

the men from that period other than their names. So, the 

genealogy continues, and Jacob’s family multiplied into a 

great nation until we reach another notable woman. 

Matthew 1:3b-5a says, 

and Perez the father of Hezron, and Hezron 

the father of Ram, and Ram the father of 

Amminadab, and Amminadab the father of 

Nahshon, and Nahshon the father of 

Salmon, and Salmon the father of Boaz by 

Rahab… 

The Old Testament never indicates that Rahab married into 

this Abrahamic line of blessing. We only find this insight 

here. She was a prostitute in the city of Jericho. As the 

people of Israel entered the promised land, the Lord 

commanded them to destroy that evil city. Joshua 2 tells us 

that they sent in spies to scope out the place. Rahab hid 
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them and helped them escape. She feared the Lord and 

sought his protection, so they spared her. Despite her sordid 

past, she became part of this line of blessing by the grace 

of God.  

Another woman is mentioned in the very next line. Matthew 

1:5b adds, “and Boaz the father of Obed by Ruth.” During a 

time of famine, a family from the tribe of Judah decided to 

leave the land rather than trusting God to provide. They 

went to the ungodly nation of Moab, and one of their sons 

disobeyed God’s commands by marrying a Moabite woman 

named Ruth. After he died, Ruth accompanied her Jewish 

mother-in-law back to Israel and pledged herself to the Lord. 

When her husband’s kinsman, Boaz, married her, she 

became part of the line of blessing even though she was a 

Moabite. 

Matthew’s genealogy includes two more lines in the first 

grouping. Verses 5c and 6a say, “and Obed the father of 

Jesse, and Jesse the father of David the king.” For God’s 

promise of blessing to be realized, the nation would need a 

king. When their first king, Saul, had demonstrated his 

unworthiness, the Lord sent the prophet Samuel to anoint 

young David as the next king. Though it was many years 

before he began to reign, he demonstrated great faith as he 

faced the Philistine giant Goliath in single combat and then 
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led Israel’s army. Second Samuel 7 tells us that after David 

became kind, the Lord promised him that his throne would 

be established forever. So, the promise that God made to 

Abraham would be fulfilled under the reign of a son of David.  

Matthew’s genealogy clearly places Jesus in the lineage of 

this promise. He is the one who will reign. He will restore our 

relationship with God and eliminate suffering and death from 

the world. As Matthew continues his Gospel, he records the 

miraculous signs that Jesus performed—healing the sick, 

raising the dead, cleansing lepers, and casting out demons. 

These are previews of the blessing that awaits us in his 

kingdom. 

So, we need the Messiah because he alone can fulfill the 

Abrahamic promise of blessing. By his grace, Jesus invites 

sinners with messed up, complicated lives like those in his 

genealogy, like Matthew, like you and me to become heirs 

of this blessing through faith in him.  
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The Requirement of Righteousness 

Few people can climb the world’s tallest peaks. They train 

for years to be in top physical condition. They buy expensive 

gear and hire an experienced guide. They devote weeks to 

the journey to gradually adapt to the elevation. The wait for 

perfect weather conditions. But with all these resources, 

many still fail to reach the summit. 

Israel’s king was supposed to be like one of those guides. 

We have considered the gracious promise of blessing that 

God communicated to Abraham. But the Lord revealed to 

Moses that the fulfillment of this blessing would require 

righteousness. If the nation disobeyed God’s Law, they 

would be cursed. So, the king was supposed to lead the 
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people in the steep climb toward a life of righteousness that 

God could fully bless. 

How did David and his descendants do? When we consider 

the second grouping in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus, we 

see that they failed. It begins in verse 6b by saying, “And 

David was the father of Solomon by the wife of Uriah…” 

David was a man after God’s own heart, but he committed 

some terrible sins. Uriah was a Hittite soldier in David’s 

army. Second Samuel 11 tells us that while Uriah was out 

fighting for Israel, David caught a glimpse of his wife, 

Bathsheba, as she was bathing. He had her brought to the 

palace, and they committed adultery. She became 

pregnant, and they tried to cover it up. Ultimately, David 

orchestrated Uriah's death. He was responsible for murder. 

David then married Bathsheba, but the infant from their illicit 

union died. The Lord graciously humbled David and led him 

to repentance. He then gave David and Bathsheba a son 

they named Solomon. 

Did Solomon learn from his father’s sins? Did he lead the 

nation higher in the climb toward righteousness? First Kings 

1-11 records that he excelled in wisdom and built the temple 

in Jerusalem. He also wrote the Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and 

the Song of Solomon. But rather than trusting the Lord to 
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bless the nation, he orchestrated political alliances by 

marrying hundreds of foreign wives who led him into 

idolatry. 

What about Solomon’s descendants? Matthew 1:7-8 tells 

us, 

and Solomon the father of Rehoboam, and 

Rehoboam the father of Abijah, and Abijah 

the father of Asaph, and Asaph the father of 

Jehoshaphat, and Jehoshaphat the father of 

Joram, and Joram the father of Uzziah… 

The story of these Davidic kings is like a roller coaster. Their 

stories are told in 1 & 2 Kings and in 2 Chronicles. 

Rehoboam’s evil leadership split the nation. The northern 

ten tribes of Israel formed their own nation with an idolatrous 

system of worship. Abijah followed his father’s poor 

example, but Asaph or Asa led a revival. His son 

Jehoshaphat was good too, but he foolishly formed an 

alliance with evil King Ahab and Queen Jezebel in the north 

by having his son, Joram, marry their daughter, Athaliah. 

Her influence was so horrendous that Matthew skips her son 

Ahaziah, his son Joash, and his son Amaziah, picking up 

with Uzziah who had a long stable reign. 

The list continues in Matthew 1:9-10, by saying, 
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and Uzziah the father of Jotham, and Jotham 

the father of Ahaz, and Ahaz the father of 

Hezekiah, and Hezekiah the father of 

Manasseh, and Manasseh the father of 

Amos, and Amos the father of Josiah… 

The roller coaster continues with the reigns of these kings. 

Jotham was relatively good, but Ahaz was evil. Hezekiah 

restored the temple and led a revival, but his son Manasseh 

was evil and so too was Manasseh’s son Amos (aka Amon). 

Josiah led another period of revival, but it was not enough 

to turn the nation around. Verse 11 tells us, “And Josiah the 

father of Jechoniah and his brothers, at the time of the 

deportation to Babylon.” 

The kingdom became very unstable after Josiah. Over the 

next two decades, three of his sons reigned as did his 

grandson Jechoniah or Jehoiachin. But they were all evil.  

None of them were able to provide the godly leadership that 

the nation needed as they faced Nebuchadnezzar and his 

armies. So, in three separate waves, the Babylonians 

deported most of the people of Jerusalem.  

How is Jesus different from the kings of Judah? Matthew’s 

Gospel shows that he taught people about true 

righteousness and condemned the legalistic self-

righteousness of the Pharisees. He also foretold that he 
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would return to reign and judge the world in righteousness. 

He lived a life that was above reproach. The Romans even 

recognized his righteousness as they unjustly condemned 

him to death. So, Jesus is the perfect guide. 

But he accomplished something even greater through his 

death and resurrection. In 2 Corinthians 5:21, Paul wrote, 

“For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so 

that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” 

When you trust in Jesus, his perfect righteousness is 

credited to your account. He came to fulfill the Law for us. In 

other words, he does not just guide us, he carries us all the 

way to the summit. He qualifies us to enter God’s presence 

and to enjoy his promised blessing forever. So, we need the 

Messiah to satisfy the requirement of righteousness for us. 
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The Consequences of Sin 

It is not easy to repair something once it has been shattered. 

You can piece it back together, but it is never really the 

same. So, after more than 20 years of trying to keep 

Jerusalem in submission, the Babylonians decided to 

destroy the city. They carted away the sacred furniture of 

the temple. Archaeologists tell us that they burnt the entire 

city and tore it apart, leaving it in rubble. 

Sin has consequences. As we have seen, there were 

several generations of evil kings. The Lord never would 

have allowed the city to be broken down if the people’s 

relationship with him had not broken down first. His glory 

had been present in the temple in a special way. The people 
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went there to draw near to him and to offer sacrifices to 

atone for their sins. But the Prophet Ezekiel saw a vision of 

God’s glory departing.  

It would be 70 years before the Jewish people in Babylon 

would be allowed to return to Jerusalem. Matthew 1:12 tells 

us the names of David’s family line who lived in exile. He 

says, “And after the deportation to Babylon: Jechoniah was 

the father of Shealtiel, and Shealtiel the father of 

Zerubbabel…” 

After the Persians conquered Babylon, their king allowed 

the Jews to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple. 

Zerubbabel was allowed to govern the city. His story is 

recorded in Ezra and Nehemiah. The prophets Haggai and 

Zechariah also speak of him. Along with Joshua the high 

priest, he led the effort to rebuild. But things were not the 

same. Zerubbabel was not a king, and the glory of God did 

not return.  

The people of Judah struggled to survive under a string of 

different empires: Persian, Greek, and Roman. After the 

ministry of Malachi, there was no prophetic guidance from 

the Lord for four hundred years. He was silent. The 

descendants of King David lived in obscurity. We know 

nothing about them other than their names. Matthew 1:13-

16 tells us, 
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and Zerubbabel the father of Abiud, and 

Abiud the father of Eliakim, and Eliakim the 

father of Azor, and Azor the father of Zadok, 

and Zadok the father of Achim, and Achim 

the father of Eliud, and Eliud the father of 

Eleazar, and Eleazar the father of Matthan, 

and Matthan the father of Jacob, and Jacob 

the father of Joseph the husband of Mary, of 

whom Jesus was born, who is called Christ. 

Joseph’s life had very little in common with his royal 

ancestors. He lived far from Jerusalem in the small village 

of Nazareth, earning his living as a carpenter. But these 

generational consequences of the nation’s historic sins did 

not break the promise of God. The Lord gave Joseph a son 

in a very unusual way. Matthew simply notes that Jesus was 

born of Joseph’s wife, Mary, another woman in this 

genealogy. Though her behavior was upright, the 

circumstances of her miraculous conception led some to 

question her character.  

Matthew will explain further in verses 18-25. There he 

makes it clear that Jesus is the one who will save his people 

from their sins. During his ministry, Jesus also shows that 

the consequences of sin are not just national or political. 

They are personal and eternal. He teaches that our sins 

deserve unending punishment in hell away from the 
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blessing of God’s presence. But Jesus suffered that 

rejection and bore those consequences in our place on the 

cross. In Romans 5:8-9, Paul explains, 

but God shows his love for us in that while 

we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 

Since, therefore, we have now been justified 

by his blood, much more shall we be saved 

by him from the wrath of God. 

We need the Messiah because of the consequences of sin. 

____________________ 

So, Matthew sums up the genealogy in verse 17 by saying, 

So all the generations from Abraham to 

David were fourteen generations, and from 

David to the deportation to Babylon fourteen 

generations, and from the deportation to 

Babylon to the Christ fourteen generations. 

Two thousand years of biblical history show us our need for 

the Messiah. We need him to fulfill the promise of restored 

blessing so that we can live forever in a perfect world with 

no more suffering or death. We need him to satisfy the 

requirement of righteousness by guiding us and carrying us 

to that lofty peak. Finally, we need him to bear the 
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consequences of sin, so that we can be set free from the 

eternal punishment that we deserve. We need Jesus. 

If you have never done so, I encourage you to place your 

hope in Christ. No matter how dark your background may 

be, he is the friend of sinners. Your sins can be forgiven. 

You can receive his righteousness and share in the blessing 

of his coming kingdom. If these truths are new to you and 

you want to learn more, Romans 4 would be a helpful 

chapter to read.  

If you are trusting in Christ, do you need to deepen your 

understanding of the Old Testament? As Paul says in 2 

Timothy 3:16, “All Scripture is breathed out by God and 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for 

training in righteousness.” This genealogy reminds us that 

we need to grasp the full story, to understand what it 

teaches, and to learn from the positive and negative 

examples that God has given us. If you do not have a 

workable plan for reading through the Bible, I encourage you 

to find one.  

Finally, do you know someone like Levi, someone 

swallowed up in the darkness? Don’t look down on that 

person. Remember that the Lord can save anyone and can 

use them to accomplish great things. Reach out to that 
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person. Demonstrate the love of Christ and share the saving 

grace of God. 

May we shine God’s light in our dark world! 

Reflect 

We considered stories of several individuals. Which one is 

most encouraging to you? Why? 

What steps could you take to develop a better 

understanding of the Old Testament? 

How do you view people like Levi in our world today? What 

could you do to follow Christ’s example of befriending them? 
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2 

WRESTLING WITH THE VIRGIN BIRTH 
Matthew 1:18-25 

I have never been a fan of professional wrestling, but my 

little brother was. So, once I got my driver’s license, he 

begged me to take him to watch it live at the Los Angeles 

Sports Arena. It was an incredible production—lights, 

music, and pyrotechnics. The crowd was fully engaged in 

cheering or booing the contestants. The intensity kept 

building until the final match in a steel cage. Chairs were 

thrown and someone ended up bloody, but everyone went 

home happy. 
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Call me a skeptic, but it all seemed phony to me. With the 

way that those guys pummeled each other, they should 

have been hospitalized for weeks. But they were back in the 

ring a few days later in some other town, putting on another 

carefully choreographed show with all the hype. A real fight 

would be less entertaining and a lot more painful. 

There can be a lot of hype in Christianity too. People try to 

present Bible stories in simplistic, entertaining ways. But 

when they do, those narratives begin to feel more like 

cartoons than reality. Think of the unending stream of 

paintings, songs, books, and movies about the birth of 

Christ. Many of them contribute to a distorted view of 

Christianity that is easily dismissed by skeptics.  

Though they are brief, the biblical accounts of Christ’s birth 

are challenging. They do not sanitize the story. They reveal 

emotional pain and struggle. They also raise hard questions 

when we approach them as real events. They demand 

careful consideration and deep reflection.  

As we began our study of Matthew’s Gospel, we saw that 

he does not gloss over the messy parts in the genealogy of 

Jesus. He mentions four women: Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and 

Bathsheba. When you read the Old Testament accounts of 

their lives, you find incest, prostitution, idolatry, and adultery. 
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Yet in his grace, God worked in and through them. They are 

all ancestors of the Messiah. 

Matthew shows a similar honesty in his telling of the Virgin 

Birth. He presents it from Joseph’s perspective. Though 

Joseph is just a small-town carpenter, he is descended from 

the Davidic kings. So, for Jesus to have a legal claim to the 

throne, Joseph must accept him as his son. But Joseph 

wrestles with the idea of the Virgin Birth. In Matthew 1:18-

25, we find that he faces four conflicts.  

These are conflicts that we continue to face today. We are 

not forced to wrestle with them in the way that Joseph did. 

But they are still challenging questions for us as we decide 

how to respond to the Virgin Birth of Jesus. 
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Shame vs. Mercy 

Marriage proposals are the pinnacle of romance in our 

culture. Couples work hard to make a good impression on 

one another throughout their dating relationship, but nothing 

compares to that moment. A man purchases an expensive 

ring and takes his potential bride to a spot with a beautiful 

view. He gets down on one knee and pops the question. If 

she agrees, they seem to float around on clouds for a while. 

But sooner or later they come back to earth.  

Once they are no longer so concerned about impressing 

one another, they begin to see what their relationship will 

really be like. At least, that has been my experience in doing 

premarital counseling with engaged couples. Will they 



Wrest l ing with the Virgin Bir th (Matt  1 :18-25) 

 

27 

humbly defer to one another? Will they show patience, 

grace, and forgiveness? Or will one of them turn out to be 

demanding, controlling, or even vindictive when things do 

not go their way? 

When Joseph learned that Mary was pregnant, he faced this 

conflict to the extreme. Would he respond by publicly 

shaming her? Many would consider that a righteous 

response. But is it the kind of righteousness that God 

seeks? Does it align with his character? God’s 

righteousness is characterized by mercy. Matthew 1:18-19 

tells us, 

Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in 

this way. When his mother Mary had been 

betrothed to Joseph, before they came 

together she was found to be with child from 

the Holy Spirit. And her husband Joseph, 

being a just man and unwilling to put her to 

shame, resolved to divorce her quietly. 

The differences between ancient betrothal and modern 

engagement amplified Joseph’s conflict. Betrothal was often 

approached as a contract made by families. It was not 

necessarily romantic at all. The man and woman might not 

even know each other. They might also be relatively young, 

probably in their teens. Once the agreement was made, they 
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were technically married, though they would not come 

together until their wedding feast. Even though the marriage 

was not yet consummated, sexual infidelity was both 

immoral and a breach of contract. The Old Testament 

allowed for the death penalty in such cases (Deut 22:20-21). 

Furthermore, the betrothal could not simply be broken off, a 

certificate of divorce would be needed. 

Now we do not know how Joseph learns about Mary’s 

pregnancy. Luke’s Gospel tells us that after the angel 

appears to her, she leaves to visit her elderly relative 

Elizabeth who is six months pregnant with the baby who will 

become known as John the Baptist. Mary stays three 

months, probably until John is born. Does Joseph see her 

when she returns? Does he hear rumors? Does she come 

to him and explain? Matthew indicates that her pregnancy 

is from the Holy Spirit, but we are not told whether Mary has 

a chance to tell Joseph that. 

However it transpires, Joseph faces this internal conflict, 

and he decides that he will not publicly shame her in any 

way. He shows mercy by deciding to divorce her quietly. 

You might wonder why he would not go ahead and marry 

her. That would be even more gracious. I will return to that 

question in a moment. For now, notice that Matthew refers 

to him as a just or a righteous man. He does not ignore what 
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he perceives as sin, but neither does he heap disgrace on 

Mary. Joseph’s righteous character leads him to respond 

with mercy. 

Mercy is what prompted God to send his Son to earth 

through the Virgin Birth. We also see the same 

characteristic later in Jesus. John 8 tells us that the 

Pharisees dragged a woman caught in the act of adultery 

before him to ask whether she should be stoned to death. 

Their approach to righteousness was all about shame and 

control. But Jesus said, “Let him who is without sin among 

you be the first to throw a stone at her” (v. 7). Then verses 

10-11 tell us, 

Jesus stood up and said to her, “Woman, 

where are they? Has no one condemned 

you?” She said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus 

said, “Neither do I condemn you; go, and 

from now on sin no more.” 

How do you respond to the conflict between shame and 

mercy when you perceive sin in other people? There is a 

radical difference between seeking righteousness through 

shame and seeking righteousness through mercy. On which 

side do you land? 
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Fear vs. Faith 

It seems to me that the hardest battles do not take place in 

a war zone or a sports arena. They happen in your bed 

when you lay your head down on your pillow for the night. 

We replay our arguments, rethink our decisions, and 

rehearse our fears. So, I have always been amazed at 

David’s words in Psalm 3:5. He was fleeing from Jerusalem 

because his son, Absalom, orchestrated a coup, and he 

said, “I lay down and slept; I woke again, for the LORD 

sustained me.” That requires great faith! 

The next conflict that we all experience is between giving 

way to fear and placing our faith in God’s salvation. Even 

though Joseph had made up his mind, he continues to 
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wrestle with this conflict in relation to the Virgin Birth. 

Matthew 1:20-21 tells us, 

But as he considered these things, behold, 

an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a 

dream, saying, "Joseph, son of David, do not 

fear to take Mary as your wife, for that which 

is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 

She will bear a son, and you shall call his 

name Jesus, for he will save his people from 

their sins."  

The appearance of one or more angelic beings to someone 

is not a common occurrence. In the biblical descriptions of 

such encounters, people are terrified. Angels must calm 

their fear to get them to hear the message. But in this case, 

Joseph’s fear is about taking Mary as his wife. He must have 

been questioning his decision. What did he fear? I can think 

of two possibilities. 

First, he may have feared that marrying her would displease 

God. If she had conceived this child through immoral 

behavior, would marrying her somehow affirm her sin? 

There are no biblical grounds for thinking that way, but 

scholars tell us that some rabbis taught that view. They 

would say that Joseph was obligated to divorce Mary. 
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The story of the Prophet Hosea would seem to refute the 

idea that it would be sinful to proceed with the marriage. The 

Lord called Hosea to marry a prostitute. But here the angel 

makes it clear to Joseph that Mary had not committed any 

sin. Her child was miraculously created in her womb by the 

Holy Spirit. There was no sin in marrying her. 

Another possibility is that Joseph feared what people would 

think. We don’t know whether Mary talked openly about the 

miracle she had experienced, but if she did, most would 

doubt her story. So, if Joseph married her, they would 

conclude that he was the father and was thus guilty of 

having sex before marriage. Or they might say that 

someone else was the father, and Joseph was too weak to 

stand up for himself. Either way, Joseph’s reputation would 

suffer. 

The angel responds to this concern by describing this child’s 

mission. He says that Joseph should call his name Jesus, 

which comes from the Hebrew word for salvation. Naming 

him would demonstrate that Joseph claims this boy as his 

son, but it was also an act of faith. People might look down 

on Joseph and Mary as sinners, but they needed to trust 

that this boy would save God’s people from their sins. 

On this side of the cross with our knowledge of New 

Testament teaching, the angel’s statement makes perfect 
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sense. We know that Jesus offered his life as a sacrifice on 

the cross to atone for our sins. But it is hard to say how 

Joseph would have understood that statement. Every Jew 

knew that the sins of previous generations led to the forfeit 

of the national blessing that God had originally promised to 

Abraham. So, Joseph probably took the angel’s statement 

to mean that Jesus would be the descendant of David who 

would lead the nation to obey. 

But Joseph might have been aware of Isaiah 53:5-6. There 

the prophet wrote,  

But he was pierced for our transgressions; he 

was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was 

the chastisement that brought us peace, and 

with his wounds we are healed. All we like 

sheep have gone astray; we have turned--

every one--to his own way; and the LORD 

has laid on him the iniquity of us all. 

The Virgin Birth was necessary for Jesus to accomplish his 

saving work. A normal man could never atone for the sins of 

other men. We need a Savior who is able to bridge the gap 

and serve as a mediator between God and humanity. So, 

he must be a man, but he must also be unstained by Adam’s 

sin. Only the Virgin Birth could satisfy these requirements. 
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Where do you land in this conflict? Are you controlled by 

fear or by faith? Do you worry what people will think if you 

believe in the Virgin Birth? Are you trusting in the saving 

work of Christ? 
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Perception vs. Revelation 

There is an old story about a group of blind men who 

encounter an elephant for the first time. One of them feels 

its trunk and says that it is a snake. Another touches its ear 

and thinks that it is a fan, and so they continue. Its leg is 

thought to be a tree, its tail a rope, its side a wall, and its 

tusk a spear. It shows that our individual perceptions are 

limited and incomplete. 

The typical lesson drawn from the story is that even when 

we disagree, we can both be right. Others apply it by 

asserting that we will only arrive at the truth if we share our 

knowledge. But what if someone is present who sees the 

whole elephant and can explain how all the parts are 
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connected? Even better, what if the Creator of the elephant 

explains it? Would we ignore him and insist that only our 

perceptions are true? 

The Virgin Birth forces us to wrestle with this conflict 

between perception and revelation. A young woman 

becomes pregnant and insists that she has never had sex 

with anyone. Human perception says, “That is impossible. 

That is not how it works.” She claims that an angel appeared 

to her and told her that a child would be created in her womb 

by the Holy Spirit, and that he is the Son of God. Human 

perception says, “I have never seen an angel, so they must 

not exist.” But if you allow for any possibility that God exists, 

then you must also be open to the possibility that he can 

intervene in the natural world in supernatural ways.  

I suspect that Joseph’s reliance upon perception was a 

major factor in his initial plan to divorce Mary. So, the Lord 

sends him a revelation to correct him. But Matthew presents 

another revelation from God as additional confirmation. In 

Matthew 1:22-23, he writes, 

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had 

spoken by the prophet: “Behold, the virgin 

shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall 

call his name Immanuel” (which means, God 

with us). 
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Those words are quoted from Isaiah 7:14, where the 

prophet was delivering a message to Ahaz, the king of 

Judah. It was over 700 years before Joseph and Mary’s 

time, and Jerusalem was under siege from its northern 

neighbors. Isaiah revealed that the Lord would protect the 

nation. He even invited Ahaz to request a sign from God as 

confirmation. But Ahaz refused. Based upon his perception 

of the situation, he planned to form an alliance with the 

Assyrian Empire, an alliance that would lead God’s people 

into idolatry. Isaiah gave him a sign anyway—a child would 

be born to a virgin. 

As Isaiah described this sign, it seems that there must have 

been an initial fulfillment at that time. God promised that the 

siege would be over before the child was old enough to 

refuse evil and choose good. Chapter 8 tells us that Isaiah 

has another son through natural means. He says that the 

attacking army will be defeated before the child is old 

enough to cry mother or father. So, the idea of God’s 

presence with Judah would be confirmed. 

But Isaiah does not stop with that immediate fulfillment. In 

chapter 9, he looks forward to a child who will reign on 

David’s throne and will bring unending peace. He will restore 

creation itself to the perfect harmony that it had before the 

fall of man. In verse 6, he declared, 
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For to us a child is born, to us a son is given; 

and the government shall be upon his 

shoulder, and his name shall be called 

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

So, when Matthew says that the Virgin Birth fulfills the 

Immanuel prophecy, he links Jesus to these expectations. 

From our standpoint today, human perception alone 

suggests that it is not true. The world has not been 

transformed to experience that kind of peace. But God has 

revealed that Jesus is not through. He will return and reign. 

Are you trusting his revelation? 
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Selfishness vs. Service 

Nothing can really prepare you for the demands of 

parenthood. You can learn how to change a diaper. You can 

study up on all the expert recommendations. You can buy 

all the latest gear. But none of that helps when the baby 

cries all night long and you find yourself exhausted. 

Every parent faces the conflict of selfishness versus service. 

But Mary and Joseph wrestled with it at a different level. 

They probably anticipated that they would have children at 

some point, but God shortens their timeline. By the time 

Joseph learns of her pregnancy, Mary is already at least 

three months along. But Matthew 1:24-25 tells us, 
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When Joseph woke from sleep, he did as the 

angel of the Lord commanded him: he took 

his wife, but knew her not until she had given 

birth to a son. And he called his name Jesus. 

Joseph obeys the Lord. He accepts whatever this choice will 

do to his reputation. He takes Mary as his wife but maintains 

her virginity. They must have been looking forward to having 

a physical relationship. That is one of the blessings of God’s 

design for married life. But instead of pursuing their own 

desires, they humbly serve the Lord and accept his plan. 

That does not mean that they could never have a physical 

relationship. Matthew 13:55-56 mentions that Jesus had 

four brothers and some sisters. So, the Lord blessed Mary 

and Joseph with several children who were not 

supernaturally conceived. 

This heart of service is demonstrated in an even greater way 

by Jesus through his participation with the Virgin Birth. Paul 

explains this idea in Philippians 2:5-7. He wrote, 

Have this mind among yourselves, which is 

yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in 

the form of God, did not count equality with 

God a thing to be grasped, but emptied 

himself, by taking the form of a servant, being 

born in the likeness of men. 
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Prior to Mary’s supernatural conception, the Son of God 

lived in glory. John 17:5 tells us that Jesus wanted to return 

to the glory that he shared with the Father before the world 

existed. John 1 calls him the Word and says that he was in 

the beginning with God and all things were made through 

him. In Colossians 1:17, Paul says that in him all things hold 

together. 

We cannot grasp what a humbling step it was for him to 

become part of his creation, to become flesh in the womb of 

a young woman. He had to rely upon her for everything. She 

was the source of the oxygen and nutrients that his body 

needed to develop and grow. After he was born, she nursed 

him. She and Joseph clothed him, cared for him, and taught 

him. 

So, Mary, Joseph, and Jesus all set an example for us of 

humble, obedient service. As Paul says in Philippians 2:5, 

we need to have this mind set not merely in being a parent. 

God wants us to relate to everyone with humility. He calls 

us to deny our selfish impulses and to live for his glory. 

____________________ 

Don’t settle for a cartoonish view of the Virgin Birth. Wrestle 

with it as a real event. Let it lead you to choose mercy over 
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shame, faith over fear, revelation over perception, and 

service over selfishness.  

If you have never done so, I encourage you to start believing 

in Jesus. He is our Savior, God with us. If you want to learn 

more about him and his entrance into this world, the first 

chapter of John’s Gospel gives us a different perspective 

from what we find in Matthew and Luke. 

These conflicts do not end when you start believing. They 

are part of life in a fallen world. We are always wrestling. 

Have you slid over to the wrong side on any of them? 

Thankfully, the Lord is merciful and gracious. With the 

Spirit’s help, we can change and grow.  

May we grow to reflect the character of Christ! 

Reflect 

What misconceptions have you found in popular retellings 

of the story of Christ’s birth? 

How would you explain Matthew’s focus on Joseph? 

How does Joseph set an example for us? 
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3 

RESPONDING TO CHRIST’S BIRTH 
Matthew 2:1-12 

The birth of a baby is always a big deal. Every second 4 or 

5 babies are born into the world. That is 250 per minute, 15 

thousand per hour, 360 thousand per day. Yet each one is 

significant to someone—parents, siblings, or grandparents. 

Even if a child is unwanted, he or she still matters to God. 

The words that David wrote in Psalm 139:13 about his own 

birth apply to everyone: “For you formed my inward parts; 

you knitted me together in my mother's womb.” 

But one birth stands out from all the rest over the centuries. 

The birth of Jesus was supernatural. He was miraculously 
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conceived in the womb of a virgin. The eternal Son of God 

became fully human while maintaining his deity. He came to 

be the one true Savior, untouched by sin and perfectly 

obedient, so that he could offer his life to atone for our sins. 

The Old Testament prophets foretold that he will rule the 

world and establish everlasting righteousness, justice, & 

peace. 

The Jewish people should have been ready and waiting for 

Messiah’s dawn, but that was not the case. Matthew 2:1-12 

records three responses to the birth of the king. One is 

positive, but the other two are negative. You are probably 

familiar with the story, but I challenge you to consider which 

of these responses reflects your heart toward Christ. We 

may believe in him, but we do not always respond as we 

should. So, as we walk through this familiar passage, let’s 

examine our hearts. 

  



Responding to Chris t ’s  B ir th (Matt  2 :1 -12)  

 

45 

Apathy 

While it is possible to make an exciting sandwich, most of 

the ones you eat are probably pretty boring. They are just 

two slices of plain bread with a little meat and cheese in the 

middle, maybe a leaf of lettuce if you are trying to be healthy. 

You wrap it up, carry it to work in a brown paper bag, and 

eat it without paying much attention. A little variety would be 

nice, but you probably do the same thing day after day.  

Matthew 2:1-12 is arranged like a sandwich. Scholars refer 

to this type of structure as a chiasmus. Matthew opens and 

closes the section with one response. Then he adds a 

second after the opening and before the closing. So, you 

expect the third in the middle to be the highlight, the meat of 
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the passage. Verses 5-6 do highlight a messianic prophecy, 

but the response to it recorded there could be characterized 

as apathy or boredom. 

To understand the context, we need to start in verse 1. 

Matthew 2:1-6 tells us, 

Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of 

Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, 

wise men from the east came to Jerusalem, 

saying, "Where is he who has been born king 

of the Jews? For we saw his star when it rose 

and have come to worship him." When Herod 

the king heard this, he was troubled, and all 

Jerusalem with him; and assembling all the 

chief priests and scribes of the people, he 

inquired of them where the Christ was to be 

born. They told him, "In Bethlehem of Judea, 

for so it is written by the prophet: "'And you, 

O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no 

means least among the rulers of Judah; for 

from you shall come a ruler who will 

shepherd my people Israel.'" 

The prophecy quoted in verse 6 comes from Micah 5:2. The 

Prophet Micah lived over 700 years before the birth of 

Christ. Along with Isaiah, he confronted the leaders of Israel 

and Judah, warning them of God’s judgment against their 

sins. At the time, God was using the Assyrian Empire to 
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discipline his people. But Micah spoke of a future in which 

Jerusalem will be exalted and there will be peace throughout 

the earth. 

Micah says that the ruler to bring this peace about would be 

born in Bethlehem, a small town around 5 or 6 miles south 

of Jerusalem. Its claim to fame was that King David had 

been born there almost 300 years before Micah’s time. So, 

by referring to Bethlehem, the prophecy links this promised 

ruler to the other promises and prophecies about a great 

Davidic king. But it must have seemed strange to Micah’s 

original audience since David’s descendants lived and ruled 

in Jerusalem. Later, however, Jerusalem is conquered by 

the Babylonians and the royal line of King David fades into 

obscurity. 

Now you would think that the priests and scribes mentioned 

in Matthew 2 would be thrilled to consider the fulfillment of 

this prophecy. Biblical knowledge was their expertise. 

Furthermore, their nation had suffered for 600 years under 

the oppressive rule of the Babylonians, Persians, Greeks, 

and Romans. This promised king could change all of that, 

but there is no indication that they rushed to Bethlehem to 

seek him. 

By Matthew’s account, they do nothing more than answer 

Herod’s question. Perhaps they fear how Herod will 
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respond, and they do not want to jeopardize their lives or 

their position of prominence. They might also be annoyed or 

resentful that this whole discussion is prompted by these 

magi or wise men from the east. What would these Gentiles 

know about Jewish prophecy! There may have been other 

contributing factors, but the heart of their response is 

apathy. They just don’t seem to care. In fact, Matthew 

exposes the spiritual bankruptcy of the Jewish religious 

leaders throughout his Gospel. 

Apathy, however, is a constant temptation for all who 

possess spiritual knowledge. Are we actively using what we 

know? Do we really believe it? Does it grip our hearts and 

guide our steps? James 4:17 tells us, “So whoever knows 

the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin.”  

We are inclined to settle for thoughtless routines and rituals 

instead of earnestly pursuing heartfelt obedience to God. 

That must have been particularly tempting for those who 

served as priests. They were constantly engaged in offering 

people’s sacrifices at the Temple. Perhaps they focused so 

much on the physical activity of worship that they lost sight 

of its spiritual significance. With its various courts and 

chambers, the temple displayed man’s separation from 

God. The sacrifices showed the penalty of sin. Of all people, 
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the priests should have longed for a leader who could 

shepherd God’s people into true righteousness. 

Of course, we have our own rituals that we have developed 

in response to the birth of Christ. We attend church, sing 

carols, gather with family, and exchange gifts. But you can 

engage in all that activity and still be apathetic toward Jesus. 

Don’t let the familiarity of the story deaden you to its 

powerful truths. Let it renew your wonder and rekindle your 

hope. God sent his Son to fulfill his promises of salvation 

and eternal life. 
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Hypocrisy 

Several creatures can blend in with their habitat, but 

chameleons are uniquely equipped to do so. Some species 

can change the color of their skin. Humans cannot do that, 

but we find other ways to blend in. We might change how 

we dress, speak, or behave. There is nothing inherently 

wrong with doing that, but it becomes a problem when we 

pretend to be something that we are not. 

This hypocrisy is particularly common in religion. Herod 

displays it in his response to the wise men. They were 

seeking the newborn king of the Jews but look again at 

Matthew 2:3-4. It tells us, 
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When Herod the king heard this, he was 

troubled, and all Jerusalem with him; and 

assembling all the chief priests and scribes 

of the people, he inquired of them where the 

Christ was to be born. 

Why was Herod troubled? His background gives us some 

insight. He was not a king by birth. In fact, the area was 

under Roman control. But through his father’s political 

connections, the Romans made him governor of Galilee 

when he was in his 20s. Then in his early 30s, during a time 

of political turmoil in the area, he impressed the Romans 

enough that they appointed him king over all Judea. So, he 

was a puppet ruler. To stay in power, he had to keep the 

Romans satisfied. 

But Herod also needed to maintain a working relationship 

with the Jewish people. Though he was supposedly raised 

in Judaism, he was not of Jewish descent. He was 

Idumaean, a descendant of Esau, so many Jews doubted 

his religious commitment. To solidify their support, he began 

a massive renovation and expansion of the Temple in 

Jerusalem around 20 BC. 

So, this talk about someone born as king of the Jews could 

easily upset Herod’s balancing act. He is almost 70 years 

old by this point. His hypocritical response is to use his 
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chameleon-like ability to blend in with these wise men and 

to persuade them that he is on their side. Matthew 2:7-8 tells 

us, 

Then Herod summoned the wise men 

secretly and ascertained from them what 

time the star had appeared. And he sent 

them to Bethlehem, saying, "Go and search 

diligently for the child, and when you have 

found him, bring me word, that I too may 

come and worship him." 

Herod deceives the wise men. He has no intention of 

worshiping Jesus. Later in the chapter, Matthew tells us that 

he orders the execution of all the male children under two 

years of age in and around Bethlehem. Such deeds are not 

out of character for him. He is known for his ruthless 

brutality. During his reign he ordered the execution of 

several family members. 

So, Herod ranks as one of the terrible villains of the Bible. 

He opposed the purpose and plan of God. He sought to end 

the Messianic line. Yet the tactic he uses here in verses 7-8 

is not uncommon.  

Do you ever pretend to worship to accomplish some other 

goal? We might not do so with murderous intent, but we 

speak pious words and participate in religious activity for 
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reasons other than worshiping God. You might do it to 

satisfy someone’s demands or to impress someone. You 

might go to church to make business connections or to seek 

a spouse. For others their main concern is just to see 

friends. 

Such desires are not inherently wrong, but there is no 

justification for faking worship. God is certainly not deceived. 

He knows our hearts. He seeks, commands, and deserves 

true worship. John 4:23-24 tells us that Jesus said, 

But the hour is coming, and is now here, 

when the true worshipers will worship the 

Father in spirit and truth, for the Father is 

seeking such people to worship him. God is 

spirit, and those who worship him must 

worship in spirit and truth." 

The problem with hypocritical worship is that it is all about 

me. It is using God to get what I want. But in genuine 

worship I offer myself to please God. In Romans 12:1, the 

Apostle Paul wrote, 

I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the 

mercies of God, to present your bodies as a 

living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, 

which is your spiritual worship. 
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There is no value in hypocritical worship. It offends God. So, 

how should someone respond to the birth of Christ? The 

wise men of Matthew 2 give us a powerful example to follow. 
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Worship 

It is not easy to get wet wood to burn. You can surround it 

with kindling and soak it in gasoline, but it will just sputter 

and smoke without ever really catching fire. With dry wood, 

however, a small spark will become a roaring fire that gives 

light and warmth. 

Herod and the Jewish priests were like wet wood. They were 

saturated with their own plans and ambitions. So, the 

message of Messiah’s birth did not catch fire in their hearts. 

The priests ignored it and Herod tried to stamp it out. But 

these wise men from the east must have been dry, 

desperate for hope, because the smallest spark kindled 
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genuine worship of Christ.  Look again at Matthew 2:1-2. It 

tells us, 

Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of 

Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, 

wise men from the east came to Jerusalem, 

saying, "Where is he who has been born king 

of the Jews? For we saw his star when it rose 

and have come to worship him." 

The wise men base their search for the newborn king on 

some kind of unique star in the sky. It must have been small 

enough that no one else paid any attention. But they saw it 

as evidence that the king of the Jews had been born. How 

did they reach that conclusion? They do not mention any 

special revelation from God through a dream or a message 

from an angel. Perhaps they had access to some of the Old 

Testament. 

Six hundred years earlier, the Jews were taken captive to 

Babylon for 70 years. During that time the Prophet Daniel 

became chief of the wise men for the Babylonian Empire 

and then for the Persian Empire. Perhaps he shared God’s 

Word with his fellow wise men who then passed it down for 

hundreds of years. If so, the wise men may have connected 

the appearance of the star with a prophecy from Numbers 

24:17 that says, 
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I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not 

near: a star shall come out of Jacob, and a 

scepter shall rise out of Israel; it shall crush 

the forehead of Moab and break down all the 

sons of Sheth. 

This prophecy dates to the time of Moses, possibly around 

1400 BC. The people of Israel were about to enter the 

promised land, and the idolatrous Moabites hired a false 

prophet named Balaam to curse them. Instead of cursing 

them, Balaam was led by the Lord to proclaim God’s 

blessing upon Israel. 

The star and scepter of the prophecy point to the coming of 

an Israelite king who would conquer Moab. But the way that 

it is stated, crushing the forehead, harkens back to a much 

earlier prophecy recorded in Genesis 3:15. In the early days 

of creation, after Adam and Eve succumbed to the serpent’s 

temptation, the Lord promised them that an offspring of the 

woman would bruise the serpent’s head. In other words, 

Satan will be defeated and all evil and suffering will be 

vanquished from the world. 

We do not know for certain what the Gentile wise men knew, 

but the appearance of the star inspired them to set off on a 

journey that was probably more than 1,000 miles. They may 

have ridden camels as many artists have imagined, or 
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perhaps they walked. Either way this journey was a major 

commitment of time and resources. Their hearts were 

aflame. In verses 9-12, Matthew tells us, 

After listening to the king, they went on their 

way. And behold, the star that they had seen 

when it rose went before them until it came 

to rest over the place where the child was. 

When they saw the star, they rejoiced 

exceedingly with great joy. And going into the 

house, they saw the child with Mary his 

mother, and they fell down and worshiped 

him. Then, opening their treasures, they 

offered him gifts, gold and frankincense and 

myrrh. And being warned in a dream not to 

return to Herod, they departed to their own 

country by another way. 

Matthew cannot pile up enough words to capture their 

enthusiasm: they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. They 

humbly bow before him and give him gifts that suggest they 

may have understood who he is and why he came. The gold 

is a kingly gift, and they already referred to him as such. The 

frankincense may suggest his deity because it was burned 

in the temple. This would explain why they are worshiping 

him. They may have even understood something of his 

death, because myrrh is later mixed with the wine offered to 

him on the cross and is one of the spices they apply to his 
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body as they prepare him for burial. Their worship is lavish, 

even reckless, but the Lord protects them from Herod’s 

wrath. 

We have so much more knowledge than the wise men did, 

but are we willing to respond to Christ as they did? Are we 

true worshipers, willing to bow and offer him our full 

devotion? Do we rejoice exceedingly with great joy? Do we 

place our faith in him and set our hope on him? Are we 

willing to set aside our plans and ambitions for him? 

Perhaps we are not desperate enough. We have learned to 

overlook the sin in our hearts and to ignore the reality of 

God’s judgment. We accept the death and suffering of this 

fallen world because we don’t really believe that it can be 

any different. So, we respond with apathy or hypocrisy. We 

need a Savior and King who will transform the world. We 

need Jesus. 

___________________ 

What is your response to the birth of Christ? If you have 

never done so, I invite you to place your faith in him as your 

Savior and your hope in him as the king who will transform 

the world. Start worshiping him. To learn more about him, I 

would encourage you to read the first chapter of Paul’s New 

Testament letter to the Colossians. 
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Perhaps you have worshiped him before but have grown 

apathetic. Perhaps your worship has become hypocritical. If 

so, I encourage you to refocus on worshiping him. Remind 

yourself of your desperate need. Offer up your plans and 

ambitions to him.  Since he is worthy, encourage others to 

join you in worshiping him. 

May we live for the glory of Christ! 

Reflect 

How would you characterize your current response to 

Christ? 

What could you do to stay focused on worshiping Christ? 

How would you explain the importance of Christ’s birth to 

someone who does not worship him? 
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4 

PROPHETIC PATTERNS 

IN GOD’S PLAN 
Matthew 2:13-23 

The beginning of a new year feels like a time of fresh 

opportunity. It is no different than any other day. But looking 

at a blank calendar prompts us to consider things we want 

to do, places we want to go, and people we want to see. 

You might set ambitious goals and make detailed plans. But 

you never know what circumstances might come along to 

scramble your plans and lead you down an entirely different 

path. 
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Mary and Joseph experienced that kind of turmoil. As far as 

we know, they planned to get married and live in the quiet 

little town of Nazareth where Joseph worked as a carpenter. 

But two events changed their plan. First, though Mary was 

still a virgin, God miraculously enabled her to conceive a 

child who is the Son of God, the promised Messianic king, 

the Savior of the world. Then they learned that they would 

be required to relocate 90 miles south to Bethlehem to 

register for a census decreed by the Roman Emperor. As 

they arrived in town, Mary went into labor and ended up 

giving birth in some sort of cattle stall. 

After all that, they probably planned to just settle down and 

adjust to being married and having a baby. Matthew 2:11 

indicates that by the time the wise men from the east arrive, 

they are living in a house. But whatever peace they 

experienced does not last long. Matthew 2:13-23 tells us 

that they are forced to flee for their lives from murderous 

King Herod. 

As Matthew recounts the story, he claims that it fulfills three 

Old Testament prophecies. Now the connections he makes 

are not easy to grasp, but his point is clear. God was at work 

through the turmoil and hardship. His plan is never derailed, 

and Jesus is at the center of it. 
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To understand Matthew’s thinking, it might help to say that 

he identifies three prophetic patterns in the history of Israel 

and the story of Jesus. If you do not understand these 

patterns, then the ministry of Jesus and his teaching about 

the kingdom will not make any sense. Plus, understanding 

these patterns can help us persevere and trust the Lord 

when our own plans go awry, and we face turmoil in our 

lives. 
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God Fulfills His Promise 

If you plan a trip somewhere, you focus your attention on 

the destination. What will you see and do? Where will you 

stay? But those plans will all fall apart if you cannot even get 

there. You book a flight and buy a ticket, trusting an airline 

to take care of that. But a recent storm caused such 

problems for one airline, that it gave up and left people 

stranded! 

God has promised to deliver his people to a destination—a 

perfect kingdom in a new heaven and earth where sin and 

death are defeated. There have been many storms along 

the way, and there will be many more in the future. But He 

never gives up or cancels the journey. Even the turns that 
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seem like detours keep leading toward the ultimate 

fulfillment of his plan. 

Matthew identifies this pattern in Matthew 2:13-15. He says, 

Now when they had departed, behold, an 

angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a 

dream and said, “Rise, take the child and his 

mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there 

until I tell you, for Herod is about to search 

for the child, to destroy him.” And he rose and 

took the child and his mother by night and 

departed to Egypt and remained there until 

the death of Herod. This was to fulfill what the 

Lord had spoken by the prophet, "Out of 

Egypt I called my son." 

Bethlehem is only a two-hour walk from Jerusalem. It would 

not take Herod long to realize that the wise men were not 

reporting back to him. So, the Lord sends an angel to 

Joseph in a dream that night, and the family is again thrown 

into turmoil. They leave Bethlehem while it’s still dark and 

begin their trek toward Egypt. They have to go at least 60 

miles to get beyond Herod’s jurisdiction. They may have 

gone all the way to Alexandria where there was a large 

Jewish community. That was over 300 miles farther! 
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Matthew says that their time in Egypt fulfills a prophecy 

where God says, “Out of Egypt I called my Son.” Those 

words are quoted from Hosea 11:1. But in Hosea the 

statement clearly refers to Israel and the Exodus. So, how 

does this prophecy relate to Jesus? Some say that Matthew 

gives it an entirely new meaning. But as I mentioned earlier, 

I think that he identifies a pattern of how God works. 

Over two thousand years before the time of Jesus, God 

established his covenant with Abraham. He promised to 

multiply his offspring into a great nation and to give them the 

land of Canaan. But during the life of Abraham’s grandson 

Jacob also known as Israel, a great famine strikes the land. 

It threatens to destroy the family and derail God’s plan.  

How does God preserve them and continue to work toward 

the fulfillment of his promise? He sends a dream to a 

different Joseph, one of Jacob’s twelve sons. Joseph’s 

jealous brothers sell him into slavery in Egypt. But through 

that horrible detour, Joseph rises to power and is able to 

provide for his family. Over the course of four hundred 

years, they multiply into a great nation as God promised. 

They ended up enslaved, but the Lord demonstrates his 

power and rescues the nation of Israel. He even refers to 

them as his firstborn son (Exo 4:22). 
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Now the Prophet Hosea lived around seven centuries after 

the Exodus and seven centuries before the time of Jesus. In 

those days, Israel was threatened by the Assyrian Empire. 

In Hosea 11, the prophet says that even though God called 

his son out of Egypt, they turned away from him. They 

disobeyed him and worshiped other gods. So, the Northern 

Kingdom would fall to the Assyrians.  

But there was still hope. Hosea proclaimed that God would 

still fulfill his promise. In Hosea 11:10-11, the prophet says, 

They shall go after the LORD; he will roar like 

a lion; when he roars, his children shall come 

trembling from the west; they shall come 

trembling like birds from Egypt, and like 

doves from the land of Assyria, and I will 

return them to their homes, declares the 

LORD. 

So, I don’t think Matthew quotes Hosea 11:1 as a prediction 

that Jesus would go to Egypt and return. No one would read 

Hosea and come to that conclusion. Matthew’s point is that 

the pattern of God fulfilling his promise continues. He 

protected Jacob’s family in Egypt and led them safely back 

to the land. He protected Jesus in Egypt and led him safely 

back to the land. And one day through Jesus, he will lead 
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his people out of Egypt and out of other nations into his 

perfect eternal kingdom. 

So, what application does this prophetic pattern have for us? 

As we face turmoil in our world and in our personal lives, we 

can find strength and stability in knowing that God is always 

working toward the fulfillment of his promise. In Romans 

8:28-30, the Apostle Paul said, 

And we know that for those who love God all 

things work together for good, for those who 

are called according to his purpose. For 

those whom he foreknew he also 

predestined to be conformed to the image of 

his Son, in order that he might be the 

firstborn among many brothers. And those 

whom he predestined he also called, and 

those whom he called he also justified, and 

those whom he justified he also glorified. 

God doesn’t give up. He does not cancel your journey. 

When you respond to his call by loving him and believing in 

his Son, he justifies you. He forgives your sin and gives you 

the righteousness of Christ. Then he uses every blessing 

and every trial to shape you to be more like Christ. 

Ultimately, he will lead you to glory to live in his kingdom 

forever. 
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So, don’t let the ups and downs of life control your emotions. 

Don’t worry about those detours when everything seems to 

be going the wrong direction. Keep your joy and peace 

anchored in the promise of God. 

  



MESSIAH’S DAWN  

 

70 

God Allows Evil and Suffering 

I often picture God’s sovereignty and human responsibility 

as railroad tracks. When you look off into the distance, the 

rails seem to come together to a point. But that impression 

is created by the limits of our vision. In reality they keep 

going. 

Some Bible passages like the one we just read from 

Romans 8, reveal that God sovereignly controls all things 

and uses them to accomplish his purpose. But other 

passages teach that he allows people to make real choices 

and holds them fully responsible for their actions. With the 

limits of our human reason, we cannot see how both can be 

true. We think that they must somehow come together, so 
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that one side wins out. We are not comfortable with the 

mystery of it all. We want to pin it down and say that it is 

either all God’s choice or all human choice.  

We encounter this tension in Matthew 2:16. God could have 

intervened, but he allowed a terribly evil act to be committed 

that brought suffering and grief to a whole town. Matthew 

tells us, 

Then Herod, when he saw that he had been 

tricked by the wise men, became furious, and 

he sent and killed all the male children in 

Bethlehem and in all that region who were 

two years old or under, according to the time 

that he had ascertained from the wise men. 

This story raises several questions. Some deny that the 

event ever happened because it is not recorded in any 

accounts of Herod’s rule outside of the Bible. But as I 

mentioned previously, it is not out of character for Herod.  

Furthermore, Bethlehem was a small town. We have no idea 

how many children that age were there. Would the wider 

world have paid attention to the death of a few dozen 

infants? Probably not. But local people would remember for 

several generations, and those were the people for whom 

Matthew was writing. So, it would not make any sense for 

him to make up such an event.  
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Why did Herod execute children two and under? He based 

that age range upon the time when the wise men first 

noticed the star in the sky. Does that mean Jesus was 

already two years old when the wise men came? Not 

necessarily. We are not told when the star appeared in 

relation to the birth of Jesus. It could have appeared early, 

so that the wise men had time for their journey and arrived 

soon after his birth. 

The bigger question is, “Why would God allow something 

like this to happen?” He warned Joseph. He could have sent 

angels to other families in the area. He could have even 

struck Herod down before the order was given. Acts 12 tells 

us that the Lord struck down Herod’s arrogant grandson, 

Agrippa II. But for some reason, the Lord allowed Herod’s 

evil command to be carried out. 

Matthew explains this terrible event by pointing to another 

prophetic pattern. In verses 17-18, he says, 

Then was fulfilled what was spoken by the 

prophet Jeremiah: "A voice was heard in 

Ramah, weeping and loud lamentation, 

Rachel weeping for her children; she refused 

to be comforted, because they are no more." 
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These words are from Jeremiah 31:15. Was the prophet 

predicting the slaughter of babies in Bethlehem? I don’t think 

so. Ramah was a town about 15 miles north of Bethlehem. 

When Jeremiah lived, around six centuries before the time 

of Christ, Ramah was on the northern border of the kingdom 

of Judah. Jeremiah 40:1 says that it was the location where 

the Babylonians gathered all the captives from Jerusalem to 

take them away into exile. So, this prophecy is probably 

referring to grief over that event. 

But who is Rachel? Jeremiah seems to be referring back to 

the wife of the patriarch Jacob. She lived around 1,200 

years before Jeremiah’s time. Some connect her with 

Bethlehem, because Genesis 48:7 records that Jacob 

buried her “on the way to Ephrath (that is Bethlehem)”. But 

Jeremiah does not mention that connection. I think he 

pictures her weeping because she was the mother of 

Joseph and Benjamin, and this town Ramah was in the land 

that once belonged to the tribe of Benjamin. 

So, how does Herod’s slaughter of children in Bethlehem 

fulfill this prophecy from Jeremiah? It demonstrates the 

pattern of God allowing evil and suffering. He allowed the 

Babylonians to conquer Jerusalem. Many Jews died and 

many were taken captive. In that case, the prophets 
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predicted that it would happen as a punishment for the 

people’s disobedience and idolatry. 

We do not know why the Lord allowed Herod’s slaughter to 

take place. Such events are part of life in a sinful, fallen 

world. But when we suffer, we can find comfort in several 

thoughts. First, we know that God is a righteous judge, and 

no evil deed will go unpunished. In Romans 2:9, Paul said, 

“There will be tribulation and distress for every human being 

who does evil, the Jew first and also the Greek.” 

Next, we can find comfort in knowing that Jesus identifies 

with us in our suffering. In his crucifixion he experienced 

injustice, humiliation, pain, and death. So, Hebrews 2:17-18 

tells us, 

Therefore he had to be made like his 

brothers in every respect, so that he might 

become a merciful and faithful high priest in 

the service of God, to make propitiation for 

the sins of the people. For because he 

himself has suffered when tempted, he is 

able to help those who are being tempted. 

We can also go back to Romans 8:28 and assure ourselves 

that even in the hardest times, God is working toward the 

ultimate good of those who love him. We find this hope in 

Jeremiah 31. He told people to stop crying and dry their 
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tears, because a time will come when everyone will know 

the Lord and live in his presence. Revelation 21:4 tells us 

that ultimately, “He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, 

and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, 

nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have 

passed away.” 

Do you know for sure that you will enter that eternal 

kingdom? We receive that assurance when we believe in 

Christ. Trust him to save you.  
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God Exalts the Lowly 

Most people who want a fast car, spend a lot of money to 

buy something sleek and shiny. They get a Corvette or 

maybe a Ferrari. Others gravitate toward muscle cars with 

fat rear tires and a deep rumbling sound. But some guys 

have a sense of humor. They take an old broken-down 

station wagon and fix it up with a powerful engine. So, when 

they drive down the street, the casual observer will not have 

any idea what the car can do. 

We find a similar pattern in how God fulfills his plan. He 

works in unexpected ways. He surprises us. He consistently 

chooses to use the weak and to exalt the lowly.  We see this 

pattern in the birth of Jesus. The promised Messiah was 
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born to a carpenter and laid in a manger. The first people to 

welcome him were shepherds.  

Matthew even sees this principle in the location where Jesus 

grows up. In verses 19-23 of chapter 2, he tells us, 

But when Herod died, behold, an angel of the 

Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in 

Egypt, saying, "Rise, take the child and his 

mother and go to the land of Israel, for those 

who sought the child's life are dead." And he 

rose and took the child and his mother and 

went to the land of Israel. But when he heard 

that Archelaus was reigning over Judea in 

place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go 

there, and being warned in a dream he 

withdrew to the district of Galilee. And he 

went and lived in a city called Nazareth, so 

that what was spoken by the prophets might 

be fulfilled, that he would be called a 

Nazarene. 

Most modern scholars think that Herod died in 4 B.C. Since 

Christ’s birth and flight to Egypt all happened beforehand, 

the numbering of years in our calendar is probably off by 

four to six years. This mistake can be traced back to a sixth 

century monk who probably had incomplete information in 

developing his chronology. It’s a bit too late to change the 
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system now, but his error does not discredit the reliability of 

the Scripture in any way.  

In Herod’s will, he asked the Romans to divide his territory 

between three of his sons. Archelaus ruled Judea, Samaria, 

and Idumea. Philip was given the area east of the Sea of 

Galilee, and Antipas was entrusted with Galilee itself and 

Peraea. Apparently, Archelaus was just as volatile as his 

father. So, Joseph and Mary are not able to return to 

Bethlehem. The Lord directs them back to Nazareth in 

Galilee. 

Now Matthew seems to suggest that the prophets predicted 

that Jesus would be called a Nazarene. But he does not give 

us an exact quote. In fact, Nazareth is not mentioned 

anywhere in the Old Testament. A few people have 

suggested that he was thinking of the Nazirite vow 

described in Numbers 6.  Those who made that commitment 

were not supposed to drink wine or to cut their hair. But Luke 

7:34 tells us that Jesus distinguished himself from John the 

Baptist by saying, “The Son of Man has come eating and 

drinking, and you say, 'Look at him! A glutton and a 

drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!'” So, Jesus 

was not a Nazirite. 

Another possibility is that Matthew is making a play on 

words. The name “Nazarene” is similar to one of the Hebrew 
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words for branch. Isaiah 11:1 uses this word in the 

prophecies about Immanuel. It says, “There shall come forth 

a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch from his roots 

shall bear fruit.” Jesse was David’s father, so this verse 

looks forward to a king who will revive David’s kingdom. But 

it seems unlikely that Matthew had this verse in mind. Other 

Messianic prophecies use the image of a branch, but none 

of them use the word that is similar to Nazarene.  

So, what prophecies does Matthew have in mind? I think he 

is referring to the prophetic pattern of God exalting the lowly. 

People in Matthew’s day looked down on Nazareth. It was 

not a place of great power, wealth, or wisdom. John 1:46 

tells us that when a man named Nathanael first heard about 

Jesus, he responded by saying, “Can anything good come 

out of Nazareth?” 

Several Old Testament passages show that the Messiah will 

be despised. Even though David lived a thousand years 

before Christ, he gives a detailed account of Christ’s 

experience suffering on the cross in Psalm 22. He speaks 

of being forsaken by God, having his hands and feet 

pierced, and of having people cast lots as they divide up his 

garments. Verse 6 says, “But I am a worm and not a man, 

scorned by mankind and despised by the people.” 



MESSIAH’S DAWN  

 

80 

Isaiah 53:2-3 also speaks of a similar disdain for the 

Messiah. It says, 

For he grew up before him like a young plant, 

and like a root out of dry ground; he had no 

form or majesty that we should look at him, 

and no beauty that we should desire him. He 

was despised and rejected by men, a man of 

sorrows and acquainted with grief; and as 

one from whom men hide their faces he was 

despised, and we esteemed him not. 

So, growing up in Nazareth set the stage for the way Jesus 

would be treated throughout his life and ministry, but is this 

a broader prophetic pattern? God chose to make a great 

nation out of Abraham, an old man who had no children. He 

revealed his Law to a group of stubborn slaves who escaped 

from Egypt. Among the men that Jesus chose to carry on 

his ministry were a bunch of gruff fishermen and a despised 

tax collector named Matthew. 

It should not surprise us, then, to find the same pattern at 

work as Jesus continues to draw people to himself today. In 

1 Corinthians 1:26-29, Paul says, 

For consider your calling, brothers: not many 

of you were wise according to worldly 

standards, not many were powerful, not 
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many were of noble birth. But God chose 

what is foolish in the world to shame the 

wise; God chose what is weak in the world to 

shame the strong; God chose what is low 

and despised in the world, even things that 

are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so 

that no human being might boast in the 

presence of God. 

How should this pattern of God exalting the lowly guide us? 

It reminds us to stay humble and boast in the Lord and his 

grace. It teaches us to accept our weakness and to rely 

upon the power of Christ. Instead of valuing power, fame, 

and fortune as the world does, we should associate with the 

lowly as Paul says in Romans 12:16. We must follow Peter’s 

instruction in 1 Peter 5:6-7, “Humble yourselves, therefore, 

under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he 

may exalt you, casting all your anxieties on him, because he 

cares for you.” 

The time of being exalted is not in this life. If you keep 

reading in that chapter, Peter seems to associate it with the 

eternal glory that is ours in Christ. As his followers, we 

should not be surprised or angry when we are despised and 

rejected by the world. Stay humble and trust the Lord! 

____________________ 
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So, the family of Jesus escaped from Bethlehem to Egypt 

and returned to Nazareth, and in their journey, we see these 

three prophetic patterns at work. God fulfills his promise. He 

never gives up. But he also allows evil and suffering. One 

day it will all be gone, but for now it is part of life in this fallen 

world. So, take comfort in knowing that he exalts the lowly. 

Are you trusting in God’s promise? If not, I invite you to start 

today. There is more to life than the world as we know it. 

Humbly accept God’s word, confess your sin, and believe 

that Jesus died and rose again to save you. If you want to 

learn more about God’s love and power, I encourage you to 

spend some time reading Romans 8.  

Perhaps you are facing circumstances that are testing your 

faith. I encourage you to entrust that situation to the Lord. 

Believe in his promise. Rely upon his grace and keep 

looking forward to glory. Be mindful of other believers who 

are struggling too. Encourage them to keep trusting the 

Lord. 

May we walk by faith as followers of Jesus the Nazarene! 
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Reflect 

What trials have you faced recently? How did you respond? 

How do these patterns relate to the trial you experienced? 

How could you use these patterns to encourage a friend 

during a time of trial? 
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5 

PREPARING FOR CHRIST’S KINGDOM 
Matthew 3:1-12 

A lot of us have welcome mats at our front doors, but do we 

really mean it? You would probably not want someone to 

show up for an unexpected visit. You might have a pile of 

shoes to put away or an overflowing kitchen garbage can to 

empty. The more fastidious among us might want to dust, 

vacuum, mop, or even clean windows. Then there is that 

most dreaded of all household tasks, cleaning the toilet! So, 

most of us would rather have some time to prepare. 

The Old Testament prophets foretold the coming of 

someone far more important than a friend or neighbor. They 
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spoke of the Messiah, a descendant of David, who will fulfill 

God’s covenant promises and will rule the world, bringing 

justice and peace. God even promised to send a messenger 

ahead of time. Malachi 3:1 says, 

Behold, I send my messenger, and he will 

prepare the way before me. And the Lord 

whom you seek will suddenly come to his 

temple; and the messenger of the covenant 

in whom you delight, behold, he is coming, 

says the LORD of hosts. 

In the first two chapters of his Gospel, Matthew cites several 

prophecies to demonstrate that Jesus is the promised 

Messiah. He starts with his genealogy to show his 

connection with Abraham and the kingly line of David. He 

says that his supernatural conception in the womb of a virgin 

fulfills the Immanuel prophecy from Isaiah 7:14. Then he 

notes that Jesus’ birthplace was foretold in Micah 5:2. He 

also shows how Herod’s attack and Jesus’ escape to Egypt 

align with patterns from the history of Israel. So, as he 

begins his third chapter, Matthew tells us about this 

messenger who prepares the way for the Messiah. 

His name is John the Baptist, and Matthew’s description of 

him highlights three pictures of preparing for Christ’s 

kingdom. Even though his ministry took place two thousand 
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years ago, the preparations mentioned here still apply to us 

today. John did not know that the coming of Christ would 

take place in two phases. He came first to die on the cross, 

giving his life as an atonement for our sins. Then he rose 

from the dead and ascended into heaven, promising to 

return to judge the world and rule in power. 

We live in the gap between Christ’s first and second coming. 

We stand even closer to the full expression of his kingdom 

than John did. When he returns, the condition of your home 

won’t matter, but the condition of your soul will. So, as we 

examine these pictures, ask yourself if you are truly ready. 
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A Straight Path 

A few years ago, I took a road trip out west to Arizona with 

my family. We thought it would be fun to follow the historic 

Route 66 that stretches from Chicago all the way to Santa 

Monica Beach in Southern California. It was first established 

in 1926 and peaked in popularity in the 1950s. But we 

discovered that it is not an easy drive today. 

Every town along the way installed stoplights. They hoped 

that travelers would stay awhile and spend money at their 

stores and restaurants. But many of those places are now 

abandoned. Some stretches of road are crumbling. A few 

bridges are completely closed. At points you find yourself 

stuck at a dead end not knowing which way to go. To get 
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through, you need the straight, free-flowing interstate 

highways. 

We find the picture of a straight path in the description of 

John’s ministry. Matthew 3:1-3 tells us, 

In those days John the Baptist came 

preaching in the wilderness of Judea, 

"Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at 

hand." For this is he who was spoken of by 

the prophet Isaiah when he said, "The voice 

of one crying in the wilderness: 'Prepare the 

way of the Lord; make his paths straight.'" 

As I taught through the parallel passage about John the 

Baptist in Luke 3 five years ago, I likened this preparation to 

smoothing out a rough road for a king’s carriage. I pictured 

repentance as removing obstacles from the king’s way. But 

since that time, my study of Isaiah has led me to a different 

understanding. The quote here is from Isaiah 40:3. But 

Isaiah uses this image seven other times, and the Lord is 

never the one who travels the path. 

Those other passages in Isaiah show that the road is not for 

the Lord but to him. Isaiah 11:16 introduces the highway by 

saying that the remnant of God’s people will follow it to 

return to Jerusalem. Isaiah 19:23 reveals that Assyrians 

from the north and Egyptians from the south will use it to 
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come together and worship. Isaiah 35:8-10 looks forward to 

the coming kingdom and says, 

And a highway shall be there, and it shall be 

called the Way of Holiness; the unclean shall 

not pass over it. It shall belong to those who 

walk on the way; even if they are fools, they 

shall not go astray. No lion shall be there, nor 

shall any ravenous beast come up on it; they 

shall not be found there, but the redeemed 

shall walk there. And the ransomed of the 

LORD shall return and come to Zion with 

singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their 

heads; they shall obtain gladness and joy, 

and sorrow and sighing shall flee away. 

So, with that background in mind, let’s read the full passage 

from which Matthew quotes. Isaiah 40:3-5 says, 

A voice cries: "In the wilderness prepare the 

way of the LORD; make straight in the desert 

a highway for our God. Every valley shall be 

lifted up, and every mountain and hill be 

made low; the uneven ground shall become 

level, and the rough places a plain. And the 

glory of the LORD shall be revealed, and all 

flesh shall see it together, for the mouth of 

the LORD has spoken." 
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In Isaiah this straight and level path leads people into the 

presence of the glory of God. That is where sorrow and 

sighing flee away. Perhaps after Christ returns, there will be 

a physical road. But at John’s time it still presented a 

powerful picture. His call to repentance was a call to turn 

around. Stop heading down the twisting path of temptation, 

self-fulfillment, and sin that will only leave you lost.  Abandon 

the road of self-righteous works and accomplishments that 

will never reach the destination. Humbly seek the glory of 

the Lord. 

John clearly displayed this sort of humility in his life. 

Matthew 3:4 says, “Now John wore a garment of camel's 

hair and a leather belt around his waist, and his food was 

locusts and wild honey.” Camel hair would be a bit scratchy, 

but probably cheap. The Prophet Elijah dressed that way 

too (2 Ki 1:8). Locusts and wild honey could be scavenged 

out in the wilderness. It was a basic diet of protein and 

carbohydrates. In other words, John was not caught up in 

the pursuit of wealth or a comfortable life. He was focused 

on pursuing the Lord. 

John’s urgency was driven by his awareness that the 

kingdom was at hand. We are not told how or when the Lord 

revealed that to him, but we will see in a moment that he 

clearly understood that the Messiah was coming. He 
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believed that Old Testament prophecies were going to be 

fulfilled. John 1:29 tells us that John even called Jesus, “the 

Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.” Some 

people try to find a distinction in meaning between the 

kingdom of heaven and the kingdom of God, but they seem 

to be used interchangeably. When the kingdom is fully 

present, the will of God will be done on earth as it is in 

heaven. 

Our sense of kingdom urgency should be even greater. 

Christ has come and will return in the future. We all need to 

embrace John’s kingdom focus and to get on that path. In 

fact, Jesus uses a similar picture later in his ministry. John 

14:6 tells us, “Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, and the truth, 

and the life. No one comes to the Father except through 

me.’” 

Jesus is the only one who can overcome all the obstacles 

that separate us from God. Our sins pile up in steep 

unclimbable mountains. Our lack of righteousness carves 

out gaping chasms. If we try to make our own way to God, 

we will inevitably find ourselves lost at a dead end. But 

through his righteous life and atoning death, Jesus is the 

way. He removes those mountains and bridges every 

chasm to lead us into the glorious presence of God forever. 

Is that where you are headed? Are you on the straight path? 
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A Fruitful Tree 

When I was growing up, we had a peach tree in our 

backyard. Some years it produced a few good peaches, and 

some years it did not. Either way, we were not really 

depending upon it. We lived a block from a supermarket with 

an abundant supply of much better fruit. But people who 

grow fruit for a living cannot think that way. Every tree must 

be productive, so fruitless trees are cut down to make way 

for new ones. 

In Matthew 3:5-8, John the Baptist uses the picture of a 

fruitful tree to describe kingdom preparation. Matthew tells 

us, 
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Then Jerusalem and all Judea and all the 

region about the Jordan were going out to 

him, and they were baptized by him in the 

river Jordan, confessing their sins. But when 

he saw many of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to 

them, "You brood of vipers! Who warned you 

to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruit in 

keeping with repentance. 

John called people to be baptized as an expression of 

personal repentance. Baptism is not mentioned in the Old 

Testament. The Jews observed ritual washings of hands 

and feet, but this was different. John was immersing their 

entire body. It is said that some rabbis required this of 

Gentiles who wanted to become proselytes. But these were 

Jews. So, this public display was the first visible fruit of their 

humility before God. 

In his Great Commission, recorded in Matthew 28:19-20, 

Jesus commanded his disciples to continue the practice of 

baptism. At its core, it is still an expression of repentance. 

According to Acts 2:38, Peter called people to repent and 

be baptized on the day of Pentecost. But Christian baptism 

also takes on additional significance. Peter said that they 

should be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. It identifies 

us with him. In Romans 6, Paul links it to his death and 
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resurrection. It proclaims that we are dead to sin and alive 

in Christ. 

Going back to John the Baptist, his ministry was stirring up 

so much interest that the religious leaders came out to see 

what was going on. The Pharisees were known for 

fastidiously observing traditional rules of ritual cleanliness in 

everyday life. The Sadducees, on the other hand, were 

mostly priests who focused on maintaining the sacrificial 

system of worship at the Temple. Both groups probably felt 

that John’s ministry out in the wilderness was making them 

look bad.  

Perhaps they thought it would look better if they were 

baptized, but John stopped them. He recognized that they 

were not motivated by repentance. They did not fear God’s 

judgment. They were probably convinced of their own self-

righteousness. Baptism was just a way to show off and 

maintain their influence over the crowds. So, John exposed 

their deceit by calling them a brood of vipers. He challenged 

them to demonstrate their repentance with genuine fruit. 

Now John was not the first person to talk about spiritual fruit. 

Psalm 1:3 speaks of the person who delights in God’s Law 

and says, “He is like a tree planted by streams of water that 

yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf does not wither. In 
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all that he does, he prospers.” Jeremiah 17:7-8 also makes 

a similar statement about the effect of trusting God.  

The idea is that bearing fruit is not burdensome for a tree. It 

is natural, and in the same way, spiritual fruit is the natural 

result of a humble relationship of dependence upon God 

and his Word. The clearest description of a fruitful life is the 

one that Paul gave us in Galatians 5:22-23. He wrote, “But 

the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against 

such things there is no law.” 

So, fruitfulness is not a matter of following rituals and 

keeping rules. It is the expression of godly character from a 

transformed heart. If you lack spiritual fruit in your life, you 

should be concerned. Matthew 3:9-10 tells us that John 

challenged the Jewish religious leaders by saying, 

And do not presume to say to yourselves, 

'We have Abraham as our father,' for I tell 

you, God is able from these stones to raise 

up children for Abraham. Even now the axe 

is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree 

therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut 

down and thrown into the fire. 

Their heritage would not spare them from judgment. Their 

participation in Jewish rituals would not save them. God 
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could remove them from his orchard and sentence them to 

a fiery destruction. He could raise up new children to receive 

the blessings promised to the descendants of Abraham. To 

prepare for Christ’s kingdom, they needed a personal 

relationship with God through faith. A fruitful life begins with 

humble repentance and faith. 

Are you prepared? Do you have that relationship? Have you 

been baptized? Is spiritual fruit evident in your life? 
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Winnowed Grain 

As a combine harvests a field of wheat, three separate 

processes take place simultaneously. The stalks of grain are 

cut (reaping), the grain is knocked loose from the stalks 

(threshing), and the grain is separated from the husk around 

it, the chaff (winnowing). In ancient times, those processes 

were all carried out manually. After cutting the stalks of 

grain, they were piled on a threshing floor up on a hilltop. To 

knock the grain loose, they would often have an ox trample 

it. Finally, they would start a fire and use a tool similar to a 

pitchfork to toss the grain up in the air. The grain being 

heavy would fall down, but the chaff would get caught in the 

breeze and blown into the fire. 
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In Matthew 3:11-12, John the Baptist refers to this process 

of harvesting wheat as a third picture of preparation for the 

coming of Christ. He says, 

I baptize you with water for repentance, but 

he who is coming after me is mightier than I, 

whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He 

will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 

His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will 

clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat 

into the barn, but the chaff he will burn with 

unquenchable fire." 

When John referred to the baptism of the Holy Spirit, he 

probably had in mind Old Testament prophecies about the 

Spirit. The Mosaic Covenant made the fulfillment of God’s 

promise contingent upon obedience. Since they kept going 

astray spiritually, Israel ended up experiencing the curses of 

the Law. But the prophets declared that the outpouring of 

God’s Spirit would finally enable people to obey so that they 

could experience his blessings in full. Ezekiel 36:27 says, 

“And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in 

my statutes and be careful to obey my rules.” 

John preached God’s word and led people to express their 

repentance by being baptized, but he was not able to give 

them the Holy Spirit. Only the Messiah could do that. In fact, 
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on the night before his crucifixion, Jesus told his disciples 

that he was going away but would send them a Helper. John 

14:16-17 tells us that he said, 

And I will ask the Father, and he will give you 

another Helper, to be with you forever, even 

the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot 

receive, because it neither sees him nor 

knows him. You know him, for he dwells with 

you and will be in you. 

This baptism happened on the Day of Pentecost after Jesus 

rose from the dead and ascended into heaven. Acts 2 tells 

us that when the disciples received the Spirit, they 

miraculously spoke in foreign languages, proclaiming the 

works of God in a way that foreigners could understand. The 

book of Acts also notes when other groups of people first 

receive the Spirit: Samaritans (8:14-17); Gentiles (10:44-

48); and disciples of John the Baptist (19:1-7). But aside 

from those unique transitions, the baptism of the Spirit 

seems to happen as someone believes and is united with 

Christ in salvation. In Romans 8:9, Paul said, “You, 

however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in fact the 

Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the 

Spirit of Christ does not belong to him.” 
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But John the Baptist also said that the Messiah will baptize 

them with fire.  What did he mean? Is this fire something 

different from the baptism of the Spirit or a part of it?  

There are several good reasons to understand this fire in 

verse 11 as the expression of God’s wrath upon people who 

have not received the Spirit. In John’s picture of fruit trees 

in verse 10, fire destroys the trees that do not bear fruit. In 

his picture of the wheat in verse 12, unquenchable fire 

destroys the chaff. 

We find similar imagery used several times in the Old 

Testament where chaff represents wicked people. In Psalm 

1, for instance, verse 3 speaks of the man who delights in 

the law bearing fruit. Then verses 4-6, say, 

The wicked are not so, but are like chaff that 

the wind drives away. Therefore the wicked 

will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in 

the congregation of the righteous; for the 

LORD knows the way of the righteous, but 

the way of the wicked will perish. 

So, the baptism of fire that John mentioned could refer to 

judgment. He probably assumed that the outpouring of the 

Spirit and of God’s wrath would happen in conjunction with 

one another. That is certainly the impression you get when 

you read passages like Joel 2:28-32. It describes the 
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outpouring of the Spirit and then speaks of the blood, fire, 

and darkness of the day of the Lord. 

But another possibility is that this baptism of fire could 

describe how the Spirit works in our hearts. The grammar of 

John’s statement in Matthew 3:11 suggests that the same 

people who are baptized with the Spirit are also baptized 

with fire. He does not say, “Spirit or fire,” but, “Spirit and fire.” 

So, perhaps this baptism of fire refers to purification in the 

life of a believer. 

As we saw earlier, Malachi 3:1 foretold the coming of the 

messenger who would prepare the way for the Messiah. As 

Malachi continued to describe the Messiah in verses 2-3, he 

likened him to a refining fire. He said, 

But who can endure the day of his coming, 

and who can stand when he appears? For he 

is like a refiner's fire and like fullers' soap. He 

will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and 

he will purify the sons of Levi and refine them 

like gold and silver, and they will bring 

offerings in righteousness to the LORD. 

Elsewhere in the Old Testament, fire is associated with the 

presence of God. The Lord appeared to Moses in a burning 

bush. He led Israel out of Egypt with a pillar of fire. Later the 

fiery presence of God resided in the Holy of Holies in the 
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Tabernacle. But in the New Testament, Paul likens believers 

to temples because the Spirit dwells within us.  

The reality of the Spirit’s presence in us should compel us 

to live holy lives. In 1 Corinthians 6, Paul was addressing 

the problem of believer’s committing sexual immorality. In 

verses 19-20, he says, 

Or do you not know that your body is a 

temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom 

you have from God? You are not your own, 

for you were bought with a price. So glorify 

God in your body. 

So, perhaps the chaff that is burned up in John’s picture 

refers to the useless works in our lives. Perhaps he was 

thinking of something similar to what Paul described in 1 

Corinthians 3. He spoke of Christ as the foundation upon 

which believers build their lives. Sometimes we use 

enduring materials, and sometimes we use fluff. But in verse 

13, Paul says, “Each one's work will become manifest, for 

the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire, 

and the fire will test what sort of work each one has done.” 

So, I cannot say for sure whether John’s baptism of fire 

refers to the judgment of unbelievers or the purification of 

believers. But we can be certain that God will accomplish 
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both objectives, and that should compel us to pursue 

holiness. Hebrews 12:28-29 says, 

Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a 

kingdom that cannot be shaken, and thus let 

us offer to God acceptable worship, with 

reverence and awe, for our God is a 

consuming fire. 

Do you have chaff in your life, deeds that do not honor God, 

that do not accomplish anything of eternal value? If you are 

a believer, the Spirit is working to change that, and it is not 

always a comfortable process. Don’t quench his work. 

_________________ 

Are you prepared for Christ’s kingdom? Have you repented 

and turned onto the straight path? If you have never done 

so, I urge you to make that choice today. Repent and believe 

in Christ. Turn from your old life and begin to follow him. If 

you want to learn more about what it means to follow him, I 

encourage you to spend some time considering John 14.  

Have you been baptized? Are you bearing fruit in your life? 

Are you allowing the Spirit to burn away the chaff? Perhaps 

you need to renew your pursuit of holiness. Make a 

commitment before the Lord to follow the Spirit’s leading. 
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Part of that is telling others about his kingdom. Encourage 

those you know to prepare. 

May his kingdom come! 

Reflect 

What have you done to prepare for Christ’s kingdom? 

What else should you do to prepare? 

How should the knowledge of Christ’s kingdom shape your 

relationships with others? 
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6 

REVELATIONS AT JESUS’ BAPTISM 
Matthew 3:13-17 

When I moved from Southern California to West Michigan, 

some people told me that the cold temperatures would be 

the hardest part about winter. Others warned me about the 

lake effect snow. But after 23 years of living here, I think the 

biggest challenge is the lack of sunlight. The experience of 

unbroken cloud cover for days and even weeks can take a 

toll on us emotionally and even physically. But being 

deprived of sunshine makes you appreciate it even more 

when the skies finally clear. The colors at dawn seem extra 
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vibrant. They lift your spirit and change your entire outlook 

on the day ahead.  

When Jesus began his ministry, the Jewish people had 

been living through depressingly dark times politically and 

spiritually. It had been six hundred years since their last true 

king ruled the land. They had experienced oppression under 

a succession of foreign empires: Babylon, Persia, Greece, 

and Rome. It had also been four hundred years since the 

last prophet, Malachi, had revealed the word of the Lord to 

them. But with the ministry of John the Baptist the winds 

were shifting, and the first rays of light became visible as 

Jesus came to be baptized. 

As you read the Gospels, it can be tempting to skim over his 

baptism, gleaning a few facts to tuck away in your 

intellectual database. We would rather move on to his 

teaching and the stories of his miracles. But we should view 

his baptism with awe and wonder as the glorious dawn after 

centuries of darkness. Matthew 3:13-17 records four 

revelations about Jesus that occur at his baptism. They 

show who he is and why he came. Each one also deserves 

a response. So, as we consider these verses, may his light 

lift our spirits and change our outlook! 
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His Humility 

People have different ideas about mud. Some pay for 

expensive spa treatments with it, particularly mud from the 

Dead Sea that is rich in minerals. Others think it’s fun to run 

through it in some crazy obstacle course race. But most of 

us would rather avoid it altogether. 

From a spiritual perspective, we cannot get away from the 

filthy, disgusting mud of sin. We live in a world splattered 

with it. It is all around us. It causes us to slip and fall. It sucks 

us in. It even oozes out of us. But a lot of people are not 

bothered by that. They luxuriate in it. It’s all fun and games 

to them. 
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When people came to be baptized by John the Baptist, they 

were repenting of their sins. They wanted a way out of the 

mud. They wanted cleansing. But water could not rescue 

them. That is why John spoke of the coming of someone 

greater who would baptize them with the Holy Spirit and fire. 

So, the last thing John expected was for the Messiah himself 

to come join people in submitting to water baptism. When 

Jesus did so, it revealed his humility. Matthew 3:13-14 tells 

us, “Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to John, to 

be baptized by him. John would have prevented him, saying, 

‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’” 

Was Jesus repenting? Did he need cleansing from sin? 

Certainly not! He lived a perfectly sinless life. John 8:46 tells 

us that he challenged the Pharisees, saying, “Which one of 

you convicts me of sin?” He did not follow all their extra-

biblical traditions. But you can be sure that if they had 

discovered any sinful disobedience in his life, they would 

have publicized it and used it against him. 

Jesus’ decision to be baptized by John is consistent with the 

pattern of humility in his life that began with his incarnation. 

In Philippians 2:6-7, Paul described the decision that led to 

his birth by saying, 

… who, though he was in the form of God, 

did not count equality with God a thing to be 
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grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the 

form of a servant, being born in the likeness 

of men. 

When Jesus was conceived in Mary’s womb, the eternal 

Son of God became human. He submitted to all the 

humbling aspects of being born and raised as a helpless 

infant because it was essential for his mission. To serve us 

and rescue us from our sin, he became like us. He joined us 

in the mud. Later in his ministry, the Pharisees call him a 

friend of tax collectors and sinners (Matt 11:19). 

So, in his baptism, Jesus was humbly identifying himself 

with sinful people who need cleansing. But what does that 

mean for us? How should we respond? Let me share two 

passages. First, Hebrews 4:15-16 tells us, 

For we do not have a high priest who is 

unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, 

but one who in every respect has been 

tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us 

then with confidence draw near to the throne 

of grace, that we may receive mercy and find 

grace to help in time of need. 

Jesus is still the humble friend of sinners. He is our priestly 

advocate before the Father who understands the power of 

temptation and knows our weaknesses. So, we should not 
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hesitate to look to him for mercy and grace. No matter how 

deep you are in the mud, you can be confident that he hears, 

saves, and helps us move forward. 

Once we have received salvation, we should seek to 

emulate Christ’s humility. We have no right to look down on 

others who are stuck in the mud. We should humbly serve 

them as Jesus did.  This was Paul’s point when he spoke of 

Christ emptying himself in Philippians 2. In verses 3-5, he 

wrote, 

Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, 

but in humility count others more significant 

than yourselves. Let each of you look not 

only to his own interests, but also to the 

interests of others. Have this mind among 

yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus. 

So, is your life being shaped by the humility of Christ? 
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His Righteousness 

The world’s most expensive garments have been worn by 

its most powerful people. Kings and queens dress in 

ostentatious royal robes for special occasions. Once they 

are done showing off, those clothes are locked away. They 

are not shared with anyone else unless passed down to a 

successor. But they would probably want their own more 

lavish and costly design. 

The Prophet Isaiah, however, spoke of a priceless garment 

that would be shared. In Isaiah 61:10, he said, 

I will greatly rejoice in the LORD; my soul 

shall exult in my God, for he has clothed me 

with the garments of salvation; he has 
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covered me with the robe of righteousness, 

as a bridegroom decks himself like a priest 

with a beautiful headdress, and as a bride 

adorns herself with her jewels. 

No one can stand in the presence of God without this robe. 

It is far too intricate for us to make. It must be woven by 

someone with unmatchable skill. It is far too costly for us to 

buy. It can only be received as a gift. It is the work of Jesus 

Christ, and his baptism is one of its threads. 

So, in addition to his humility, the baptism of Jesus reveals 

his righteousness. As we read in Matthew 3:14, John felt 

unworthy to baptize him. Then verse 15 tells us, “But Jesus 

answered him, ‘Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to 

fulfill all righteousness.’ Then he consented.” 

What is true righteousness? Jesus explained it in his 

Sermon on the Mount that begins in Matthew 5. 

Righteousness is required to enter the kingdom of heaven, 

but it is more than the observance of rituals and rules (v. 

20). It is genuine obedience that honors the spirit of God’s 

commands. It is not enough to stop short of murder, it resists 

anger and seeks reconciliation (vv. 21-26). It avoids adultery 

but also lust and divorce (vv. 27-32). It speaks truth with no 

deceit (vv. 33-37). It does not retaliate but shows love even 

toward enemies (vv. 38-47). Jesus summed up in Matthew 
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5:48 by saying, “You therefore must be perfect, as your 

heavenly Father is perfect.” 

This standard is far beyond our grasp. Our most determined 

efforts fall short. We are not qualified to enter God’s 

kingdom. In fact, the apathy and stubborn disobedience that 

characterize our life deeply offend God. In Isaiah 64:6, the 

prophet confessed, “We have all become like one who is 

unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a polluted 

garment. We all fade like a leaf, and our iniquities, like the 

wind, take us away.” 

But Jesus aspired to live a perfectly righteous life. He came 

to fulfill the Law.  Apparently, being baptized by John was 

part of that. Baptism was not commanded in the Old 

Testament. But the Old Testament clearly calls for a spirit of 

humility and longing for the fulfillment of God’s kingdom 

promises. So, it was righteous for Jesus to join others in this 

act. 

But how does his righteousness cover us? Paul explains in 

his letter to the Romans. He likens it to a financial 

transaction. When we believe, righteousness is credited to 

our account (4:5). It is like an inheritance given to an 

adopted child (4:16). It is like a courtroom scene where we 

stand guilty, but someone else takes the punishment for our 

crimes (5:9). It is the opposite of the sinfulness that we 
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receive from Adam’s sin. In Romans 5:19, Paul says, “For 

as by the one man's disobedience the many were made 

sinners, so by the one man's obedience the many will be 

made righteous.” 

So, when we consider the righteousness of Christ revealed 

in his baptism, we should give up any idea that we can be 

good enough to earn God’s acceptance. We should accept 

the gift of this perfect robe that covers all our shameful 

inadequacies. We should be filled with gratitude, and we 

should express that gratitude by seeking to grow in our 

practice of righteousness. In Romans 6:13, Paul said, 

Do not present your members to sin as 

instruments for unrighteousness, but present 

yourselves to God as those who have been 

brought from death to life, and your members 

to God as instruments for righteousness. 

May the righteousness of Christ shape our lives! 
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His Anointing 

In my previous home, a pair of doves came to nest in our 

backyard every spring. They were not marked by the brilliant 

colors of cardinals or blue jays. They were not hyperactive 

like robins. Most of the time you would not notice them at 

all. But sometimes in the stillness of the morning, you could 

hear them making their peaceful cooing sound.  

The idea of anointing is seldom associated with 

peacefulness in the Old Testament. Those chosen for 

important roles were anointed with oil. It was part of God’s 

process for ordaining priests who would devote their life to 

the messy never-ending work of offering up slaughtered 

animals. It was God’s way of marking out kings who would 
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lead the fight to defend his people from their enemies. The 

Prophet Elijah was also commanded to anoint Elisha as his 

successor to carry out the hard ministry of confronting 

Israel’s wicked kings. 

But the Prophet Isaiah spoke of a different anointing, not 

with oil but with the Spirit. This anointed one would bring 

true comfort and peace. Isaiah 61:1 foretold that he would 

say, 

The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, 

because the LORD has anointed me to bring 

good news to the poor; he has sent me to 

bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim 

liberty to the captives, and the opening of the 

prison to those who are bound. 

This would be the ultimate anointed one, better than any 

prophet, priest, or king. He would rescue God’s people and 

transform the world, and this anointing was revealed during 

the baptism of Jesus. Matthew 3:16 says, 

And when Jesus was baptized, immediately 

he went up from the water, and behold, the 

heavens were opened to him, and he saw the 

Spirit of God descending like a dove and 

coming to rest on him. 
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All four Gospels describe the Spirit descending upon Jesus 

like a dove. Is there some significance to that appearance? 

Genesis 8 tells us that Noah sent forth a dove to see if the 

waters had subsided after the judgment of God’s flood. You 

might say that the dove led the way into a new life.  

But I think that when the Spirit appears as a dove in the 

anointing of Jesus it represents gentleness, patience, hope, 

and peace. Isaiah 42:1-4 gives us this description of the 

Lord’s Spirit-anointed servant: 

Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my 

chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put 

my Spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice 

to the nations. He will not cry aloud or lift up 

his voice, or make it heard in the street; a 

bruised reed he will not break, and a faintly 

burning wick he will not quench; he will 

faithfully bring forth justice. He will not grow 

faint or be discouraged till he has established 

justice in the earth; and the coastlands wait 

for his law. 

We see this character throughout the ministry of Jesus. He 

felt compassion for the multitudes. He healed the sick, 

cleansed lepers with a touch, and raised the dead. He 

associated with sinful outcasts and led them to repentance. 
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He is the true anointed one, in Hebrew the Messiah, in 

Greek the Christ.  

How should we respond to this revelation of Jesus as the 

one anointed by the Spirit? When I consider all that Isaiah 

has to say about the anointed one, I am reminded of the 

words of Christ recorded in Matthew 11:28-30. He said, 

Come to me, all who labor and are heavy 

laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke 

upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle 

and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 

your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my 

burden is light." 

Is that how you think of Jesus, as the one who gives true 

rest? Have you found rest in him? If so, does that rest 

continue to shape your spiritual life? He later sent the Holy 

Spirit to indwell believers to produce the same kind of 

gentleness, patience, and love that we see in his life. Are 

you walking by the Spirit?  
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His Sonship 

We cannot help but view the relationship between a father 

and a son in terms of time. To bear a son, the father must 

exist first. Because he is younger, the son needs instruction, 

nurture, and discipline. But what if time is not a factor? What 

if father and son are both eternal with no beginning and no 

end? How should we understand their relationship? 

We encounter this complicated question in the baptism of 

Jesus as God the Father reveals his sonship. Matthew 3:17 

says, “and behold, a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my 

beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.’” 
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Some people misunderstand the biblical idea of divine 

sonship. They associate it with Greek and Roman 

mythology where gods had relationships with mortals and 

produced heroic demigods like Hercules. That is not what 

happened at the birth of Jesus. John 1:1-3 makes it clear 

that Jesus existed before his incarnation. It refers to him as 

the Word, and says, 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word 

was with God, and the Word was God. He 

was in the beginning with God. All things 

were made through him, and without him was 

not any thing made that was made. 

Our minds struggle to comprehend how the Word was with 

God and was God. This is the mystery of eternal sonship. 

The Son has always existed in perfect union with the Father. 

He was present and actively involved in the work of creation. 

He did not begin to exist when he was conceived in Mary’s 

womb. That was just the moment he took on flesh. 

We find a different conception of divine sonship in the Old 

Testament, however. Second Samuel 7:13-14 tells us that 

when God made his covenant with David, he promised to 

establish the throne of one of David’s offspring forever. God 

said that he would be a father to him, and that this king 

would be his son. In some sense, this applied to all the 
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Davidic kings. But Psalm 2 anticipates the ultimate 

fulfillment of this promise. Verses 7-9 tell us that the king 

testifies,  

I will tell of the decree: The LORD said to me, 

"You are my Son; today I have begotten you. 

Ask of me, and I will make the nations your 

heritage, and the ends of the earth your 

possession. You shall break them with a rod 

of iron and dash them in pieces like a potter's 

vessel." 

So, the Old Testament idea of divine sonship relates to the 

coming of God’s kingdom and the establishment of true 

justice. But the battle to conquer evil must extend beyond 

international politics. It requires victory over the spiritual 

forces of evil as well, a goal no human king can achieve. 

The fulfillment of the Old Testament idea of divine sonship 

is only possible when combined with the New Testament 

idea. 

Hebrews 1:1-5 pulls both concepts together. It says, 

Long ago, at many times and in many ways, 

God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but 

in these last days he has spoken to us by his 

Son, whom he appointed the heir of all 

things, through whom also he created the 

world. He is the radiance of the glory of God 
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and the exact imprint of his nature, and he 

upholds the universe by the word of his 

power. After making purification for sins, he 

sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on 

high, having become as much superior to 

angels as the name he has inherited is more 

excellent than theirs. For to which of the 

angels did God ever say, "You are my Son, 

today I have begotten you"? Or again, "I will 

be to him a father, and he shall be to me a 

son"? 

So, the baptism of Jesus revealed him to be the Son of God. 

But as the Son of God, Jesus reveals the glory of God to the 

world. His deity is what makes his sacrifice on the cross an 

effective atonement for all who believe. It is what enables 

him to represent us before the presence of God, and it is 

what empowers him to bring all the world into submission to 

the will of God. In fact, as we continue our study of Matthew, 

we will see that Satan and his demons always refer to Jesus 

as the Son of God. 

So, how should we respond to God’s beloved Son? The next 

verse from Hebrews 1 points us toward a fitting response. 

Verse 6 says, “And again, when he brings the firstborn into 

the world, he says, ‘Let all God's angels worship him.’” 



Revelations a t  Jesus’  Bapt ism  (Matt  3 :13-17) 

 

123 

As the Son of God, Jesus is worthy of worship. We should 

praise and adore him. We should devote our lives to serving 

him. The Son of God is our Savior and our King. 

________________ 

In the baptism of Jesus, we glimpse the dawn of the 

Messianic era. It reveals his humility as the holy one who 

stepped down into this dirty world to identify with sinners like 

you and me. It shows his perfect righteousness that he 

offers to us as a robe to make us acceptable in God’s sight. 

It demonstrates that he is the gentle one anointed by the 

Spirit who patiently cares for us and invites us to find our 

rest in him. Finally, it was when God testified to his divine 

sonship. Jesus is the only one with the power to save us and 

to fulfill God’s kingdom promises.  

Are you a worshiper of Jesus Christ? If not, I invite you to 

bow before him. Receive him as your Lord and Savior. 

Begin to live for him. If you want to learn more about him, 

you might want to focus on Hebrews 1 & 2.  

If you already worship him, does your life reflect what we 

have learned about him? Do you need to focus on one of 

these revelations? Let the truth about who he is shape how 

you live, and don’t keep that knowledge to yourself. Look for 
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opportunities to tell others about him. May we grow to be 

more like Jesus Christ! 

Reflect 

Which of these revelations about Jesus is most meaningful 

for you today? Why? 

What changes could you make to better reflect these 

revelations in your life? 

How could you start a conversation with someone this week 

about who Jesus is?
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7 

OVERCOMING SATAN’S ATTACKS 
Matthew 4:1-11 

Most of the stories we love tell of great battles. We read 

books and watch movies about warriors, knights, soldiers, 

police officers, and people with superpowers. They become 

our heroes. So, we imagine everything in life as an epic 

fight. 

But our identification of the enemy changes from time to 

time. When you are young, it might be a sibling, a bully at 

school, or an opposing sports team. In your teens, you find 

the enemy within as you wrestle with your own thoughts, 

emotions, and desires. In adulthood, competitors in the 
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workplace may become your foe. You might also face 

opposition from people who threaten your safety, your 

property, or your values. Of course, sooner or later we all 

battle sickness. 

Yet you might not ever consider the invisible enemy who 

instigated all these problems. So, in Ephesians 6:11-12, the 

Apostle Paul tells Christians, 

Put on the whole armor of God, that you may 

be able to stand against the schemes of the 

devil. For we do not wrestle against flesh and 

blood, but against the rulers, against the 

authorities, against the cosmic powers over 

this present darkness, against the spiritual 

forces of evil in the heavenly places. 

The devil or Satan had been a cherub, an angelic being 

created to guard the glory of God (Ezek 28:14). So, he is a 

powerful spiritual being, but he is not all-knowing or 

omnipresent as God is. Nevertheless, he attempted to make 

himself equal to God (Isa 14:13-14). He led a third of the 

angels of heaven to join his rebellion (Rev 12:4). 

When God created Adam and Eve, Satan took the form of a 

serpent and enticed them to disobey God by eating from the 

forbidden tree (Gen 3:1-5). That choice corrupted the 

human heart and unleashed death, decay, and suffering in 
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the natural world. Since that time Satan has continued his 

efforts to deceive people, leading us away from God’s 

blessing and keeping us trapped in sin.  

So, the devil is our true enemy, and the first prophecy in the 

Bible was about his ultimate defeat. Genesis 3:15 tells us 

that after Adam and Eve’s sin the Lord told the serpent, “I 

will put enmity between you and the woman, and between 

your offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, 

and you shall bruise his heel.” 

Throughout the Old Testament the idea of this promised 

seed or offspring expands through the Abrahamic covenant 

to include the nation of Israel. But in the New Testament it 

becomes focused on one individual: Jesus. He is the 

promised one who will crush the serpent. So, it should not 

surprise us that Satan would attack him. He struck first 

through Herod the Great, who attempted to kill Jesus soon 

after his birth. Three decades later after Jesus is revealed 

to be the Son of God at his baptism, the devil strikes again. 

Matthew 4:1-11 shows us how Jesus overcomes three 

Satanic attacks. In each case, he uses Old Testament 

Scripture to refute the devil. To win the fight, he masterfully 

wields the sword of the Spirit, the word of God.  
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Paul says that this weapon is part of the spiritual armor that 

God has given us (Eph 6:17). But simply having that sword 

is not enough. We must get to know it. We must learn to 

wield it in the power of the Spirit to defend ourselves from 

Satan’s attacks. We must follow the example that Jesus has 

set for us. 
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Contentment with God’s Provision 

No one gets excited about filling up their car with gas. It 

costs money and is often inconvenient, particularly when the 

weather is bad, but we do it to keep the car running. Food is 

the fuel that we need for our bodies, but we don’t think of it 

like putting gas in the car. Eating takes on all sorts of 

emotional connections. We eat to celebrate. We eat for 

comfort. Food is so much more than fuel! 

Our emotional connection with food is not wrong. God 

designed eating to be an expression of our relationship with 

him and with other people. When he created Adam and Eve, 

he gave them a garden full of fruit trees to enjoy. The Old 

Testament Law established feasts and sacrificial meals for 



MESSIAH’S DAWN  

 

130 

God’s people. As New Testament believers, we are even 

instructed to remember Christ’s death by eating the bread 

and drinking the cup together.  

Since eating plays such an important part in our lives, Satan 

exploits it as a means of temptation. He attacks our 

contentment with God’s provision. Matthew 4:1-4 recounts 

how he used this tactic against Jesus. It says, 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the 

wilderness to be tempted by the devil. And 

after fasting forty days and forty nights, he 

was hungry. And the tempter came and said 

to him, “If you are the Son of God, command 

these stones to become loaves of bread.” 

But he answered, “It is written, ‘Man shall not 

live by bread alone, but by every word that 

comes from the mouth of God.’” 

Food was probably scarce in the wilderness. But throughout 

the Bible, people also fast in times of urgent need. They skip 

eating to devote themselves to prayer. It may seem 

impossible to go forty days without eating, but with proper 

conditioning normal people can survive extended fasts. The 

text does not say, but Jesus probably devoted this time to 

praying about beginning his ministry.  
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Matthew tells us that the Spirit led him into the wilderness to 

be tempted by the devil. This was a showdown, a test that 

would demonstrate that Jesus is sinless. After the Exodus, 

Israel faced similar temptations in the wilderness. Where 

they failed, Jesus would be victorious. 

The devil exploits his hunger by tempting him to turn stones 

into bread. As the Son of God, Jesus was certainly capable 

of performing such a miracle. In the Exodus, God rained 

manna from the sky for the Israelites. Later in his ministry, 

Jesus will multiply loaves on two occasions. So, what would 

be sinful about making bread in this situation? 

If the Spirit commanded him to fast, then eating would be 

disobedient. The Gospels do not mention a command, but 

Jesus’ response reveals what is at stake. He quotes a line 

from Deuteronomy 8:3. As the people of Israel prepared to 

enter the promised land after forty years in the wilderness, 

Moses spoke of the Lord and said, 

And he humbled you and let you hunger and 

fed you with manna, which you did not know, 

nor did your fathers know, that he might 

make you know that man does not live by 

bread alone, but man lives by every word that 

comes from the mouth of the LORD. 
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God wanted the Israelites to recognize that there is more to 

life than food. He wanted them to depend upon him to 

provide and to sustain them even when they were hungry. 

Jesus is facing the same test. If he made bread for himself 

in response to this temptation, it would imply that God the 

Father is not good, and his provision is not sufficient. 

This is the same attack that Satan used against Eve in the 

Garden of Eden. The Lord created the tree of the knowledge 

of good and evil as a test. But the serpent argued that by 

prohibiting Adam and Eve from eating of it, God was 

withholding something good from them. Eve was fully fed in 

a lush garden, but she succumbed to discontent. Jesus was 

hungry in a barren wilderness, but he stood firm. 

How are you responding to Satan’s attack on your 

contentment? He does not appear to us in a visible form or 

speak with an audible voice. He works through the world to 

sow doubt and discontent. His attacks extend beyond food 

to every physical and emotional desire. Do you trust God 

and follow his commands regarding food, money, 

possessions, appearance, health, and relationships? Or do 

you succumb to discontent and seek your satisfaction in 

ways that violate his word? 

Matthew 6:31-33 tells us that Jesus said, 
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Therefore do not be anxious, saying, ‘What 

shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or 

‘What shall we wear?’ For the Gentiles seek 

after all these things, and your heavenly 

Father knows that you need them all. But 

seek first the kingdom of God and his 

righteousness, and all these things will be 

added to you. 

God knows every need you have. He wants you to seek him 

and to trust him to provide. He should be the focus of our 

celebration. He should be the source of our comfort. Be 

content with God’s provision. 
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Assurance of God’s Presence 

There are lots of ways to attract the spotlight. Just watch the 

personalities on display in any elementary school class. 

Class clowns use their humor, bullies their hostility, nerds 

their intelligence, artists their creativity, athletes their 

athleticism, daredevils their fearlessness, drama queens 

their tears, and teacher’s pets their rule-keeping. As 

different as these behaviors are, they all seek attention and 

affirmation to alleviate feelings of insecurity. 

Do those habits that we develop affect how we relate to 

God? I think so. Rather than accepting his promises and 

trusting his word, we play these sorts of games. We might 

seek some tangible sign or response. We want to feel that 
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God is with us. That desire may sound spiritual, but it is 

rooted in doubt. Is God really there? Does he truly care 

about me? 

So, Satan often attacks our assurance of God’s presence, 

and he even uses this tactic against Jesus. Matthew 4:5-6 

tells us, 

Then the devil took him to the holy city and 

set him on the pinnacle of the temple and 

said to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw 

yourself down, for it is written, ‘He will 

command his angels concerning you,’ and 

‘On their hands they will bear you up, lest you 

strike your foot against a stone.’” 

It is not clear whether Satan physically transports Jesus to 

Jerusalem or if this is some sort of vision. Either way, the 

temple was the place of God’s presence. When Solomon 

first built it around a thousand years earlier, the glory of the 

Lord filled it in the form of a bright shining cloud (1 Ki 8:10-

11). His glory departed before it was destroyed by the 

Babylonians in 586 B.C., and it did not return after the 

temple was rebuilt by Zerubbabel. Nevertheless, the 

building still testified to Israel’s unique relationship with God. 

So, the devil chooses this setting to make a deceptively 

subtle attack. As Paul says in 2 Corinthians 11:14, he 
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disguises himself as an angel of light. He tempts Jesus by 

quoting Scripture. He challenges him to demonstrate his 

divine sonship by jumping off this high point. He argues that 

it would prove that these promises of God’s protection from 

Psalm 91:11-12 are true. What could be wrong with that? 

Matthew 4:7 tells us, “Jesus said to him, ‘Again it is written, 

“You shall not put the Lord your God to the test.”’” 

Those promises in Psalm 91 were intended to assure God’s 

people of his protection not to inspire reckless and 

presumptuous behavior. So, Jesus responds by quoting the 

first part of Deuteronomy 6:16. That verse continues by 

mentioning an incident that happened at Massah. The 

people of Israel camped there a few weeks after they left 

Egypt in the Exodus. God had just begun to provide manna 

and quail for them, but they became angry because there 

was no water. In response to the prayers of Moses, God 

miraculously provided water from a rock for them. But 

Exodus 17:7 speaks of Moses and says,  

And he called the name of the place Massah 

and Meribah, because of the quarreling of 

the people of Israel, and because they tested 

the LORD by saying, “Is the LORD among us 

or not?” 
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I think Satan was trying to get Jesus to ask that same 

question. Was the Father truly with him? It had been thirty 

years since he left the glory of heaven to become human. 

At his baptism, a voice from heaven said, “This is my 

beloved Son, with whom I am well-pleased.” But he was 

about to begin his ministry, and he knew where it would 

lead. He would find himself suffering the physical agony of 

the cross, crying out, “My God, my God, why have you 

forsaken me?” (Matt 27:46) Was he tempted to feel 

insecure, to want more attention and affirmation from the 

Father? Perhaps, but Jesus knew that he needed to trust 

God’s promises without testing them. 

How can we be assured of God’s presence in our lives? It 

does not come about through presumptuous spiritual stunts. 

We cannot earn his acceptance or affirmation through 

religious activity. The problem is that our sins make us 

worthy of rejection and eternal punishment. We can only 

draw near to God through faith in the promise of salvation in 

Christ. 

In Romans 8:31-35, Paul gives us these assuring words: 

What then shall we say to these things? If 

God is for us, who can be against us? He 

who did not spare his own Son but gave him 

up for us all, how will he not also with him 
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graciously give us all things? Who shall bring 

any charge against God's elect? It is God 

who justifies. Who is to condemn? Christ 

Jesus is the one who died--more than that, 

who was raised--who is at the right hand of 

God, who indeed is interceding for us. Who 

shall separate us from the love of Christ? 

Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, 

or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or 

sword? 

Are you trusting in Jesus? Don’t let the evil one deceive you. 

True assurance is found in Christ. 
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Submission to God’s Plan 

Before I head out on a road trip, I always use my 

smartphone to get directions. My mapping app plots all the 

routes and calculates the quickest way. It even considers 

traffic and road conditions. But I often think that I might be 

able to figure out a better way. I see some faint line on the 

map, and I think it might be faster. Those shortcuts never 

turn out well. I have found myself crawling along on rugged 

dirt roads in the middle of nowhere. 

Satan hits us with a similar temptation in our spiritual lives. 

The Bible assures us that God has a perfect plan. He does 

not reveal all the details to us, but he has given us clear 

directions about how to live. Yet Satan attacks simple, 
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unquestioning submission to God’s plan. He tempts us to 

doubt God’s wisdom and to take shortcuts. Matthew 4:8-9 

tells us that he tried this tactic on Jesus. It says, 

Again, the devil took him to a very high 

mountain and showed him all the kingdoms 

of the world and their glory. And he said to 

him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall 

down and worship me.” 

Satan’s offer seems ridiculous. Jesus would never bow 

down and worship him. Doing so would violate the First 

Commandment. So, what is the devil’s point? What did he 

hope to achieve? I think that he is trying to implant the idea 

in Jesus’ mind that there might be some kind of shortcut to 

power and glory. 

As Messiah, Jesus was already destined to rule the world. 

But God the Father’s plan required him to suffer rejection 

and death on the cross. We see the real power of this 

temptation later as Jesus is praying in the garden of 

Gethsemane on the night before his crucifixion. Matthew 

26:39 tells us, “And going a little farther he fell on his face 

and prayed, saying, ‘My Father, if it be possible, let this cup 

pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.’” 
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The real temptation for Jesus was not worshiping the devil 

but doing his own will rather than the Father’s. So, Jesus 

responds to Satan by quoting from Deuteronomy 6:13. 

Matthew 4:10-11 tells us, 

Then Jesus said to him, “Be gone, Satan! For 

it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your 

God and him only shall you serve.’” Then the 

devil left him, and behold, angels came and 

were ministering to him. 

You can commit idolatry without worshiping the devil or any 

false god. At its heart, idolatry has always been about 

turning aside from God’s plan to take a self-serving shortcut. 

Paul connects idolatry with behaviors like coveting and 

sexual immorality. In Colossians 3:5, he writes, “Put to death 

therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, 

passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.” 

God’s plan is for us to seek sexual fulfillment exclusively in 

a committed marriage relationship between a husband and 

wife. So, if you take any other route to find that fulfillment, 

you are exalting your desires over God’s. That is self-

worship, a form of idolatry. The same can be said of 

coveting. It says that what God has provided is not good 

enough. I know better than he does.  
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But Jesus shows us that even when the road seems long 

and hard, we must stay focused on serving the Lord. Rather 

than seeking immediate gratification, we must submit to God 

and patiently wait for him to fulfill his plan. None of our 

shortcuts will come close to what he has in store for us. 

One day Jesus will return to exercise his full authority, and 

all the kingdoms of the world will glorify him. Ultimately, 

Satan will be defeated, and Jesus will usher his followers 

into a new heaven and earth. Revelation 21:4 says, “He will 

wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no 

more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain 

anymore, for the former things have passed away.” 

No shortcut will bring us the joy and peace we will 

experience in that place. Trust God’s plan and serve him 

faithfully. 

______________ 

So, we must recognize that we have a determined enemy. 

Though his ultimate defeat is guaranteed, he wants to cause 

as many problems as he can. He attacks our contentment 

with God’s provision, our assurance of God’s presence, and 

our submission to God’s plan. But through faith in Christ by 

the power of the Holy Spirit, we can use the Scripture to 

counter those temptations. 
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At one point in my life, I did not even realize that it is possible 

to have this kind of relationship with God. I had no 

contentment, no assurance, and no submission. I 

understand now that I was trapped in Satan’s deception. I 

followed the world in the idolatrous worship of self. 

But a friend shared with me the good news that through faith 

in Christ I could be forgiven and set free, and I want to make 

sure that you know that as well. Jesus could open your eyes 

and save you today. Seek his forgiveness for your sins. 

Place your faith in him and begin to follow him. If you want 

to learn more about this life, I encourage you to read the first 

two chapters of the little book called 1 John toward the end 

of the New Testament. 

If you have been set free, how is the battle going? Are you 

fending off the attacks of the evil one? Do you need to 

confess a sin? Don’t hesitate! The Lord is faithful and just to 

forgive us and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. Keep 

practicing with your sword. Strive to grow in resisting that 

attack. Get to know verses that will help you counter those 

temptations. 

Don’t forget that the Lord never intended us to fight these 

battles alone. Share your struggle with a brother or sister in 

Christ and ask them to pray for you. Work at encouraging 

one another to stand firm.  
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May God deliver us from evil! 

Reflect 

To which of these attacks are your most susceptible? How 

so? 

What are some key Scriptures that you could use in 

responding to that attack? 

How should the reality of Satan’s attacks shape our 

perspective of other people? 
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8 

JESUS’ PHILOSOPHY OF MINISTRY 
Matthew 4:12-25 

You can give two people the same exact recipe and end up 

with two very different results. Take chocolate chip cookies 

for instance. One person’s batch comes out sweet and 

buttery with just the right amount of crispiness. They are 

irresistible. It is hard to stop eating them. But the other 

person’s cookies turn out flat, tough, and bland. You have 

to be pretty hungry to gnaw on those! They just aren’t worth 

the calories. 

What makes the difference? Some people use the right 

ingredients, measure them out meticulously, and follow the 
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directions faithfully. But others are not so careful. They 

might be distracted or rushed. They might not even bother 

to look at the recipe, assuming they know it by heart. They 

might try some creative substitutions, hoping to improve on 

the original. If their cookies were the only ones you tried, you 

might just conclude that the recipe itself was bad. 

As followers of Jesus, we have a similar problem. He 

modeled an approach to life and ministry that is attractive, 

compelling, and impactful. But as we carry on what he 

started, we come across very differently. Many people see 

Christians as shallow, self-centered, and arrogant. They 

look at the history of the church and the behavior of 

believers today and conclude that Jesus must not be all that 

great. 

Admittedly, many who were initially attracted to Jesus during 

his ministry ended up rejecting him. The rich young ruler, for 

instance, was not willing to sacrifice his wealth. He felt that 

the commitment that Jesus required was too steep. But 

today I suspect that the poor witness of Christians keeps 

many people from ever learning anything about Jesus. 

Jesus did not give us a recipe per se, but he provided clear 

teaching and set an example for us to follow. There is much 

for us to learn about him in the Four Gospels, but Matthew 

4:12-25 provides an insightful summary of his ministry.  
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This passage closes out Matthew’s introduction to Jesus 

that I have called, “Messiah’s Dawn.” Through his account 

of Jesus’ genealogy, birth, flight to Egypt, baptism, and 

temptations, Matthew has shaped our impression of what 

Jesus is all about. Those ideas are crystallized here as 

Matthew notes three characteristics of Jesus’ ministry. 

I think we should take these characteristics as guiding 

principles. They show us Jesus’ philosophy of ministry. They 

tell us what he did and how he went about it. So, we 

shouldn’t ignore his focus or replace it with our own ideas. If 

we truly follow him, then the characteristics of his ministry 

should be reflected in how we live. 
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Shining in Darkness 

An intense beam of light can be used in a variety of ways. It 

can be destructive. Defense companies are working to 

make the laser weapons of science fiction a reality. It can 

be disorienting and intimidating as in an interrogation. It can 

be annoying like the headlights of a car, shining in your 

window when you are trying to sleep. But in the case of a 

lighthouse, it can protect and guide ships into safe harbor.  

The picture of light shining in darkness is used throughout 

the Bible. We find it here in Matthew 4:12-16 as a 

characteristic of Jesus’ ministry. Matthew says, 

Now when he heard that John had been 

arrested, he withdrew into Galilee. And 
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leaving Nazareth he went and lived in 

Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of 

Zebulun and Naphtali, so that what was 

spoken by the prophet Isaiah might be 

fulfilled: “The land of Zebulun and the land of 

Naphtali, the way of the sea, beyond the 

Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles--the people 

dwelling in darkness have seen a great light, 

and for those dwelling in the region and 

shadow of death, on them a light has 

dawned.” 

What was so dark about this place? Zebulun and Naphtali 

were two of the tribes that split off to form Israel’s northern 

kingdom under Jeroboam in 931 BC. To keep people from 

going back to the temple in Jerusalem, King Jeroboam 

made idols of golden calves for them to worship (1 Ki 12:26-

30). Such idolatry leads to all sorts of sinful behavior. So, 

there was a history of spiritual and religious darkness in the 

north.  

After two centuries of idolatry, the Lord brought judgment 

upon the region. He allowed it to be conquered by the 

Assyrian Empire. To solidify their control over an area, the 

Assyrians sent many of the local people away into exile and 

brought exiles in from other places. This caused a mixing of 

cultures and religions that watered down any sense of 
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national identity. That is why Isaiah called it Galilee of the 

Gentiles. The oppression and confusion of it all just added 

to the darkness. 

By the time Jesus came, eight hundred years later the 

darkness had only deepened. The area was under Roman 

control. Herod Antipas ruled as a tetrarch, a glorified 

governor over both Galilee and Perea, the region in the 

south along the eastern side of the Dead Sea. He was one 

of the sons of Herod the Great, the king who tried to execute 

Jesus soon after his birth. Antipas had fallen in love with his 

brother’s wife, so they both divorced their spouses to come 

together. Matthew 14 tells us that he arrested John the 

Baptist, because John said that their relationship was 

unlawful. 

So, I think that the word “withdrew” in the ESV translation of 

Matthew 4:12 may give us the wrong idea. Some English 

translations use the word “departed.” Jesus left the area 

around Jerusalem where his baptism and temptation took 

place. But he was not hiding by going to Capernaum up on 

the north shore of the Sea of Galilee. He was heading into 

territory that Antipas ruled. He was going to this dark place 

in the north to continue what John started in the south. 

Matthew sees this decision as a fulfillment of Isaiah 9:1-2. 

In that chapter, the prophet says that the dawn of light in that 



Jesus’  Phi losophy of  Minis try (Matthew 4:12 -25) 

 

151 

region will lead to ultimate joy and peace. Oppression will 

cease and warfare will end. The son of David will rule and 

establish justice forever. He shall be called Wonderful 

Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of 

Peace. 

When Jesus went to Capernaum, it was not yet time for all 

that Isaiah foretold to take place. So, in what sense did he 

shine light in that dark place? Matthew 4:17 tells us, “From 

that time Jesus began to preach, saying, ‘Repent, for the 

kingdom of heaven is at hand.’” 

This was the same message that John the Baptist preached. 

John was the herald of the coming king. But with John in 

prison, the king takes it upon himself to call people to 

prepare for his kingdom. 

It is both a message of hope and a warning of danger. It 

says that the promised glory, joy, and peace of the kingdom 

are coming. So, there is a safe harbor from this dark and 

stormy world. But our sinfulness is leading us on a collision 

course with the rocks of God’s judgment. The light of God’s 

word exposes our error. It reveals that we’re going in the 

wrong direction. So, we must repent, admitting our sin and 

changing direction. We must follow the light to our haven of 

rest. 
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Throughout his ministry, Jesus consistently maintained this 

balance between confronting sin and offering hope. He 

showed compassion, but he never minimized or excused 

sinful behavior. His harshest words were directed at 

judgmental hypocrites who hid their own sin behind a veneer 

of self-righteous religiosity. But to anyone who humbly 

repented, he showed boundless grace and mercy 

regardless of their past. 

As followers of Christ, we tend to lean one way or the other. 

Some of us just condemn the sins of others and try to 

escape the darkness by isolating ourselves in supposedly 

holy enclaves. Of course, those gatherings are never as 

holy as we think because we bring the darkness in with us. 

Others distort God’s grace by accepting sinful behavior 

without calling people to repentance. That just dims the light 

and obscures it. 

Paul has much to say about this tension in his first letter to 

the Corinthians. He expresses the right balance in verses 9-

11 of chapter 6: 

Or do you not know that the unrighteous will 

not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be 

deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor 

idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who 

practice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the 
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greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor 

swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 

And such were some of you. But you were 

washed, you were sanctified, you were 

justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ 

and by the Spirit of our God. 

How did people from all those backgrounds become 

washed, sanctified, and justified? Someone shined the light 

in the darkness, speaking the truth in love. Sin was 

confronted, but hope was offered, and souls were saved. 

Since we see this characteristic in Jesus and Paul, it should 

characterize us as well. Matthew 5:14-16 tells us that Jesus 

told his followers, 

You are the light of the world. 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. 

Is that how we live? Are we hiding the light or shining it in 

word and deed? Are we showing people the way to safe 

harbor? Are we clear about sin and judgment but also 
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overflowing with the hope of Christ’s kingdom? Let your light 

shine! 
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Fishing for Men 

I love the ocean, but I’m not crazy about fish. I don’t like 

having them around when I’m swimming. I’m not really 

interested in catching them, and I only eat them when I have 

no other choice. I don’t like how they look, feel, or smell. 

Thankfully, that is not really a problem for me, but it would 

be if fishing was my job. 

In Matthew 4:18-22, Jesus calls some fishermen to follow 

him, and he characterizes their future ministry as fishing for 

men. Matthew tells us, 

While walking by the Sea of Galilee, he saw 

two brothers, Simon (who is called Peter) 

and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the 
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sea, for they were fishermen. And he said to 

them, "Follow me, and I will make you fishers 

of men." Immediately they left their nets and 

followed him. And going on from there he 

saw two other brothers, James the son of 

Zebedee and John his brother, in the boat 

with Zebedee their father, mending their 

nets, and he called them. Immediately they 

left the boat and their father and followed 

him. 

The Sea of Galilee is a large freshwater lake surrounded by 

rolling hillsides. It stretches 13 miles from north to south and 

8 miles from east to west. There were villages all around the 

shoreline, so it was a good place for small commercial 

fishing businesses. The main catches were probably a 

variety of tilapia called musht and sardines. But casting nets 

and hauling them back in was toilsome, back-breaking work. 

On one occasion, Peter mentions spending all night out on 

the water without catching anything (Lu 5:5). 

If this is the first time these men have met Jesus, their 

willingness to drop everything and follow him seems bizarre. 

But John 1:29-42 tells us that John and Andrew had been 

disciples of John the Baptist. They believed his message 

that the kingdom was at hand. They repented and were 

baptized by John. Sometime after Jesus was baptized, John 
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even told the two of them that Jesus is the Lamb of God who 

takes away the sins of the world. They started getting to 

know Jesus and came to believe that he is the Messiah. 

Andrew also introduced Peter to him. 

So, this encounter alongside the Sea of Galilee was a call 

for them to accompany Jesus on a ministry trip as his 

disciples. He wanted them to step aside from the work of 

catching fish to focus on people. When you catch fish you 

are not really interested in their well-being. But with people 

the goal is to lead them to repentance so that they can have 

the hope of entering Christ’s kingdom. Shouldn’t that be 

easier than catching fish? I’m afraid not. 

The disciples would find that it can be difficult to get along 

with people. The crowds would press in around them trying 

to touch Jesus (Mk 5:31). They would be so demanding that 

the disciples would not have time to eat or rest (Mk 6:31). 

They would follow them out to remote places without any 

food (Mk 6:33, 36).  

Those difficulties would all come from people who were 

excited about Jesus. It would get even worse with the 

people who are negative. Some would be critical, always 

looking to find fault (Mt 11:18-19). Some would make 

ridiculous accusations like saying that Jesus was casting out 

demons with the help of Satan (Mt 12:24). Some would be 
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hostile. The people in Jesus’ hometown would try to throw 

him off a cliff (Lu 4:29). The religious leaders would 

orchestrate his crucifixion (Mt 26:3-4) Even the disciples 

themselves would be slow to understand (Mk 6:52) and 

selfishly competitive (Lu 9:46). Then Judas would betray 

him (Mt 26:14-16). 

How do you respond to such behavior? At one point James 

and John wanted to call down fire on a village, but Jesus 

rebuked them (Lu 9:51-56). John 2:24 tells us that Jesus 

knew people too well to entrust himself to them. Luke 19:41 

says that he wept over the people of Jerusalem because 

they wouldn’t listen. Yet Jesus still had compassion. 

Matthew 9:36-38 tells us,  

When he saw the crowds, he had 

compassion for them, because they were 

harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 

shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, “The 

harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; 

therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the 

harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.” 

Whatever analogy you use—catching fish, shepherding 

sheep, or harvesting wheat—reaching out to people is hard. 

You can find all sorts of things to dislike about them. But 

Jesus wants all his followers to be engaged in this work. You 
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start out as a wayward sheep, or a fish caught in his net. But 

when you begin to follow him, he wants you to serve as a 

fisher of men and a shepherd of souls. 

It is tempting to ignore this responsibility. We can spend all 

our time and focus on ourselves, on family, and on friends. 

We can even approach church life with that focus in mind. 

But Jesus calls us to follow him in serving people even when 

they are hard to love. 

Paul put it this way in verses 19, 22, and 23 of 1 Corinthians 

9: 

For though I am free from all, I have made 

myself a servant to all, that I might win more 

of them… To the weak I became weak, that 

I might win the weak. I have become all 

things to all people, that by all means I might 

save some. I do it all for the sake of the 

gospel, that I may share with them in its 

blessings. 

No one will share in the blessings of eternity unless 

someone tells them the gospel. We cannot force people to 

believe. We should not pressure them. But we can pray and 

put out our nets. We can be good neighbors and caring 

friends. We can ask people what they believe and see if they 
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are interested in hearing what the Bible says. Jesus stayed 

focused on people, so we should too.  
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Healing the Sick 

We live in an age of specialization and 

compartmentalization. Our society divides things up into 

nice tidy boxes. Is your problem spiritual, emotional, or 

physical? Physical? Then see a doctor. But you might need 

someone in a more specific box: an immunologist, 

dermatologist, ophthalmologist, neurologist, cardiologist, 

pulmonologist, gastroenterologist, or an 

otorhinolaryngologist (That’s an ear, nose, and throat 

doctor!). 

I am grateful to have doctors who specialize areas of 

medicine, whether I can pronounce them or not. But this 

compartmentalization can be misleading. In the search for 
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one specialist who holds all the answers to fix me, we forget 

that our problems are bigger and more complicated than any 

single box. They spill over from one to the other, even at the 

division of physical, emotional, and spiritual. But a lot of us 

fail to see those connections. 

Perhaps some examples will clarify what I’m getting at. Take 

an issue like anxiety. Spiritual, emotional, or physical? 

Probably all three. If we seek help in one category, and 

ignore the others will it go away? Probably not. What if I am 

diagnosed with terminal cancer? That is primarily physical, 

but it will have a huge effect on me emotionally and 

spiritually.  

As we examined the first half of Matthew 4, I argued that all 

our problems trace back to our spiritual enemy, Satan. 

Genesis 3 tells us that he tempted Adam and Eve. When 

they sinned sickness and death entered the world along with 

anger, guilt, fear, and depression. So, the cure for all our 

suffering must address that root cause, and that is what 

Jesus will ultimately bring about. 

Though he focused primarily on spiritual matters, the 

ministry of Jesus was also characterized by healing the sick. 

Matthew 4:23-24 tells us, 
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And he went throughout all Galilee, teaching 

in their synagogues and proclaiming the 

gospel of the kingdom and healing every 

disease and every affliction among the 

people. So his fame spread throughout all 

Syria, and they brought him all the sick, those 

afflicted with various diseases and pains, 

those oppressed by demons, those having 

seizures, and paralytics, and he healed 

them.  

All the boxes are thrown together in this description. Jesus’ 

healing accompanies his teaching and preaching. He 

miraculously cures both diseases and long-lasting physical 

afflictions like seizures and paralysis. He even heals 

mysterious pains and casts out demons. So, his fame 

spreads beyond Galilee to Syria farther north. In verse 25 

Matthew adds, “And great crowds followed him from Galilee 

and the Decapolis, and from Jerusalem and Judea, and 

from beyond the Jordan.” 

People came from everywhere. Wouldn’t you? These 

miracles were only experienced when someone came to 

Jesus. He could have removed all sickness and death from 

the earth forever, but it was not yet time for that to happen. 

That will take place in the future as he reigns in a renewed 

heaven and earth (Rev 21:4).  
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So, these miracles were previews of his kingdom. They 

showed that his power is unlimited. They confirmed that he 

is the promised king. He even enabled the apostles to 

continue performing miracles like this after he died, rose 

from the dead, and ascended into heaven. Hebrews 2:3-4 

says, 

How shall we escape if we neglect such a 

great salvation? It was declared at first by the 

Lord, and it was attested to us by those who 

heard, while God also bore witness by signs 

and wonders and various miracles and by 

gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according 

to his will. 

As the church grew and became more established, the 

ability for individuals to perform miraculous healing seems 

to have become less common. In 1 Corinthians 13, Paul 

said that revelatory and sign gifts would cease and pass 

away at some point (vv. 8-12), and there is no mention of 

their use in the later epistles. So, what does that mean for 

followers of Jesus? How should his concern for healing the 

sick be reflected in us today? 

We can still pray for God to heal people. Sometimes he may 

grant our request. Sometimes he may have other plans that 

we do not understand. But we should always remember the 
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connection between the physical, the emotional, and the 

spiritual. James 5:14-16 tells us, 

Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for 

the elders of the church, and let them pray 

over him, anointing him with oil in the name 

of the Lord. And the prayer of faith will save 

the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise 

him up. And if he has committed sins, he will 

be forgiven. Therefore, confess your sins to 

one another and pray for one another, that 

you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous 

person has great power as it is working. 

It is easy to get hung up on the anointing with oil. This is the 

only place where that is mentioned in the New Testament. 

Some consider it an important symbolic ritual. I think it was 

probably something practical and perhaps medicinal. But 

the point of the passage is that you should not suffer alone. 

Ask church leaders for prayer. Open up about your 

struggles. There is more to true healing than physical 

treatment. 

We should be concerned about the whole person, not just 

someone’s spiritual standing. Many hospitals were started 

by groups of Christians. The early church made it a priority 

to help the poor (Acts 2:45; Gal 2:10). Today many of these 

needs in our community are met by the government and 
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other organizations, but people still fall through the cracks. 

We should seek to serve however we can. In Titus 3:14, 

Paul wrote, “And let our people learn to devote themselves 

to good works, so as to help cases of urgent need, and not 

be unfruitful.” 

When you see someone in need, do what you can to help. 

If the need is beyond your ability to meet, share it with your 

fellow believers. 

____________ 

The ministry of Jesus was marked by these characteristics. 

He shined the light in darkness, proclaiming the good news 

of the kingdom and calling people to repentance and faith. 

As difficult as people can be, he fished for men and then 

turned them into fishers of men. He also met practical needs 

by healing the sick. So, every follower of Jesus should live 

in a way that reflects these concerns. 

Perhaps these characteristics have been lacking in the 

Christians you know. Don’t let that keep you from seeing 

who Jesus is and what he came to do. He is the good 

shepherd who cares for you. He is the lamb who died to take 

away the sins of the world. He is the promised king who will 

return to conquer sin and death. If you have never done so, 

believe in him and start following him. If you want to learn 
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more about the change he wants to make in his followers, I 

encourage you to read chapter 2 & 3 of Paul’s letter to Titus. 

If you are already following Jesus, are you reflecting these 

characteristics in your life? These concerns are not just for 

the church as an organization. This is not about programs 

and events. This philosophy of ministry must shape how you 

live 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. You should always be 

shining in darkness, fishing for people, and meeting 

practical needs. On which characteristic do you need to 

focus? What steps could you take to grow? 

May we become more and more like Jesus! 

Reflect 

Which characteristic of Jesus’ ministry appeals to you most? 

Why? 

To what degree are each of these characteristics reflected 

in your life?  

What can you do to better represent Jesus? 
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