Matthew

Lesson 14, Chapters 13 - 14
 Class Notes for September 15, 2020




Kingdom parables and signs
At this point in our study we have seen Jesus' compassion as He healed the sick and cast out demons, His confrontation with the scribes and Pharisees who sought to destroy Him, how He introduced a new covenant based on love and faith which fulfill the Law, and how He had chosen and continued to train His disciples and specifically the apostles who will carry on after Him.  There is much for them (and us) to learn.  

Matt. 13:1-3a, 10-17

Speaking in parables
As we begin this chapter, Jesus is by the seaside where a large crowd had gathered.  At this time Jesus chose to reveal truths specifically to His disciples, and to succeeding generations, about the Kingdom of Heaven and what it would be like in the future.  They have already been told about the persecution and rejection they could expect, but how would the Kingdom be established and how would it grow? Jesus chose to teach in parables with spiritual meanings they would understand but which would be hidden from those who did not have spiritual eyes and ears only God can give.

Although the kingdom of heaven will grow and spread throughout the world, Scripture reveals that the world will become more and more evil as time passes and Jesus' return draws nearer.  Wickedness will be like the days of Noah (when every intent of the thoughts of their hearts were only evil continually  Gen. 6:5) and the days of Lot (when Sodom was defined by gross immorality Gen. 18:20) . 

Luke 17:22-30, Matt. 24:36-38  How are faithful people to understand what is happening in the visible church during such increasingly evil times?  From God's perspective, what is the church?  From our perspective, how are we to respond to corruption in the church challenging both unity and purity?  The parables give us insight and guidance in both these matters.  
A parable is a fictitious or made-up story about familiar things which teaches spiritual principles or gives new insight.  What is known about God is revealed by Divine choice, according to God's will.  Matt. 11:27, 16:17; Luke 10:22  When asked why He taught in parables, Jesus quoted from Isa. 6:9-10 explaining that those without spiritual eyes and ears would not understand because their hearts were dull to spiritual truth and they would not turn and be healed.  A sinful, stony heart must be changed by God to love Him and obey His commandments.  As an example, we could look at it this way . . .
___________________________________________________________________________________
A sinful heart   
says to God




a changed heart will_____________

Guilty

     I owe You




confess and repent toward God and others

Angry

     You owe me 



forgive unconditionally

Greedy

     I owe me.  Stuff has priority.

give generously


Jealous

     Life (God) owes me.  


show gratitude and be content

________________Someone else got what I deserve._________________________________________

Jesus pointed out to the disciples how blessed they were because many prophets and righteous men before them had longed to see and hear what they experienced.  And, we are blessed in the same way.

The first two parables are interpreted for us by Jesus and are the template for understanding the others.  In Mark 4:13, after explaining the first parable of the sower to His disciples, Jesus said, "Do you not understand this parable?  How will you understand all the parables?"  So, what are we to understand from these parables about the Kingdom of Heaven?  

There are seven parables in this chapter given in three couplets:  The sower and the tares are connected, as are the mustard seed and the leaven, then the treasure and pearl.  The final parable is a summary illustration.

Matt. 13:3b-9, 18-23  
The sower
The seed is the word of the Kingdom, the gospel.  The sower (singular) is Jesus or even someone whom He sends.  The seed or gospel has four possible effects:  


It is not understood and the evil one takes it away.  


It is heard and received with joy, but affliction or persecution causes the word not to take root.


It is heard and choked out by the worry of the world and deceitfulness of wealth.


It is heard, understood and bears much fruit.  Gal. 5:22-23
Understand that as the gospel is preached, different responses are to be expected.

Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43
The wheat and tares
While the word of the Kingdom is good seed, the enemy (the evil one) is also planting faux or evil seed.  The Kingdom, then, will have true believers and pretenders (Christians in name only).  It is not the job of true believers to root out pretenders.  At the final judgment, they will be identified and punished.

Understand that there are people in the visible church who are not truly saved.  
It is God's job to know the difference and bring justice.

Matt. 13:31-32

The mustard seed
Although the church will have a small beginning, the visible church will grow beyond its legitimate size and attract those who are not true believers.  The vulnerability to problems is illustrated here.  It is not desirable in a garden to have a large tree giving shade and attracting birds.

Understand that people who are not saved, who are agents of the evil one, will be part of the visible church and detrimental to spiritual fruit.

Matt. 13:33-34

The leaven
In Scripture, leaven represents sin and evil.  The legalism and teachings of the Pharisees, immorality like Herod, hypocrisy, malice and wickedness are all identified as leaven.  The source is not God, but here is a woman who would represent both Israel and the world introducing evil into the Kingdom.

Understand that when sin enters the church it will spread throughout the entire Kingdom.

Matt. 13:44


The hidden treasure
Since no one can purchase salvation, this must be interpreted as an insight into the place of the Kingdom in the world (the field).  The man who paid the price is Jesus who owns the world for the sake of the Kingdom.  The true church will be revealed at the last judgment.

Understand that the true church is treasured and known by Jesus but hidden in the world.

Matt. 13:45-46

The costly pearl
This parable is similar to the "treasure" parable.  Jesus identified and purchased one pearl, paying all that He had.  A pearl is formed when a grain of sand wounds the side of an oyster and is coated by the oyster adding layer upon layer as time passes.  This particular pearl is superior to all others.

Understand that there is one Kingdom, bought and paid for by Jesus, which will increase as each generation of believers is added.
Matt. 13:57-50

The dragnet
This parable parallels the one about the wheat and tares.  The visible Kingdom will have both true believers and undesired participants.  Just as fishermen sort their catch and discard the bad fish, the wicked will be identified and receive justice in the last judgment.

Understand that while many people, both good and evil, will be included in the visible church, separation will come in the final judgment.
In one of R. C. Sproul's commentaries, he points out that there are four kinds of people in the world:


Those who are saved, know they are saved, and are busy about the Father's work.


Those who are saved but not sure, needing assurance.


Those who are not saved, are not interested, and may be hostile or passive about the gospel.


Those who are not saved but think that they are.  These cause the most trouble in the church.

Matt. 13:51-58

A deeper understanding
v. 51-52  The disciples confirmed that they had understood these parables.  Jesus then compared them to scribes who know and interpret the Law, and as disciples of the kingdom, to value both the Law of the old covenant and the new understandings in the new covenant concerning the Kingdom.

v. 53-58  Matthew wrote that after teaching these parables Jesus returned to Capernaum, His home town, and went to teach in the synagogue.  Although the people there were astonished by His wisdom and the miracles He performed, they would not acknowledge Him because He was familiar to them and not someone new and mysterious.  Jesus observed that although a prophet may be honored elsewhere, He may not be believed by those who do not understand his calling and mission.  Jesus left without doing many miracles because of their unbelief.

Matt. 14:1-14


John the Baptist martyred
Jesus' reputation was growing and Herod heard about Him and was afraid that Jesus was John the Baptist raised from the dead who had come back to judge him.  Matthew continued by revealing the circumstances surrounding John's death.  Herod Antipas held the office of tetrarch over Galilee and Perea.  Herod had imprisoned John for speaking out against his marriage to his brother's wife, Herodias, and we can imagine that she was not too pleased about the public condemnation either.  John was recognized as a prophet, and Herod would not risk displeasure with the people by having John executed.

Yet, when Herod was celebrating his birthday, Herodias had her daughter dance for those gathered, an extraordinary event since only slave girls were usually given that assignment.  According to Josephus, the Jewish historian, her name was Salome.  Herod was so pleased (and most likely intoxicated) that he promised to give Salome whatever she asked.  Herodias influenced her daughter to ask for John's head on a platter.  Herod was obviously surprised by this request.  Although Herod was still reluctant to kill John, he complied because he had given an oath and he wanted to please his guests.  John's head was brought to the girl who presented it to her mother.  John's body was buried by his disciples.  Jesus was grieved to learn of John's death and withdrew from the crowd to be alone for a time. 

Church history records that part of John's head and parts of his body became relics which are kept in the Topkapi Museum in Istanbul which also houses the crown jewels of the Turkish royal family and other national treasures.  The Monastery of St. John the Baptist in Jerusalem is reported to have a portion of John's head which was originally in Samaria.  Relics of this nature were common in the early church and were considered powerful for miracles especially in establishing new churches.

Matt. 14:15-36

Two astonishing miracles
v. 15-21  Jesus' compassion for the people resulted in a miracle which fed 5,000 men plus women and children with only five loaves and two fish, so plentiful that there were 12 full baskets of food left over.  Mark 6:37 observed that it would take eight months' salary to feed that many.  This miracle was so amazing and memorable that it is recorded in each of the four gospels although each has a slightly different focus.  Mark 6:30-44; Luke 9:10-17; John 6:1-15  Mark's report is closest to the one in Matthew.  Luke says that Jesus used this occasion to teach the people about the Kingdom, demonstrating what He had instructed the disciples to do.  Luke 9:2, 11  John observed that this event occurred before Passover followed by Jesus' teachings on His being the bread of life.  John 6:4, 25-59
There is an interesting contrast here between Herod's birthday feast and the feast provided by Jesus.  Herod's party was in a palace with important people, given to honor Herod, turned into a drunken orgy with provocative dancing, and ending in murder.  Jesus' feast was in the desert, given out of compassion for the hungry crowds, and would bless the people and honor God.  
v. 22-33  Jesus sent His disciples away to the boat to cross the Sea and then sent the crowds away while He went up on the mountain alone to pray.  Time passed and a storm brewed on the Sea.  By late night, 3:00 to 6:00 a.m., the wind and waves were threatening.  Jesus chose this time to join them, and He simply walked out to them.  They were terrified, thinking that He was a ghost!  Although Jesus instructed them to not be afraid, Peter wanted further assurance and asked that Jesus command him to go to Him on the water.  Successful at first, Peter was distracted by the wind, had his doubts, and began to sink.  When Peter cried out, Jesus took his hand, observing that Peter's doubt revealed that he had little faith.  Faith conquers fear.  As they got in the boat, the wind stopped.  The disciples were awed and worshiped Jesus acknowledging that He is indeed the Son of God.

Faith is God's enabling power to believe and to obey.  Peter had faith to begin his walk, but he was distracted by his circumstances and did not continue to focus on Jesus.  His actions demonstrated that he did indeed have faith, but it was to be understood as little faith.  Later, after Pentecost, the disciples may have remembered this event and marveled at the great faith they had been given.

v. 34-36 Once again Jesus was on the seashore and great crowds gathered seeking healing.  Gennesaret is a small area on the western shore of the Sea of Galilee about four miles SW of Capernaum.  The people there must have heard about the woman who was healed when she touched the fringe of Jesus' prayer shawl, and they begged to just touch that garment.  As they did, they were healed.  How?  

We know from Luke 8:43-48 that it was not the fringe that healed but the power came from the person of Jesus.  People are often misled into superstitious beliefs which give power to objects or certain practices and can lead to idolatry.  It happened in Israel when the people had turned the bronze serpent from Moses  Num. 21:8-9 into an idol which was destroyed by Hezekiah.  2 Kings 18:4   In today's religious circles superstitions may cause us to consider burning candles, touching a crucifix, anointing with oil or water or other such practices to have power in themselves.  While we enjoy having objects that remind us of important things about God, we must be very careful that we do not attribute any power to them.  Jesus is the wisdom and power of God.  1 Cor. 1:24
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