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Session 12 Harmony of the Gospels 
 
INTRODUCTION 
If you compare Matthew 19 and Matthew 5, you have a pretty good understanding of the Scriptural view of 
divorce and remarriage. 
 
“The Pharisees also came to Him, testing Him, and saying to Him, ‘Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for 
just any reason?’” (Mt. 19:3). 
 
I just want to say this. Jesus is in Perea, He’s in the last couple of weeks of His public ministry. He’s getting 
ready to enter into Jerusalem for the last time. The leadership is against Him, and seeking to trap Him. They’re 
trying to trick Him into coming back into Jerusalem, if you remember from Luke 13. Everyone is testing Him 
publicly. He’s gaining such rapid public momentum. The leaders are so threatened by Him, they’re on a big, 
massive campaign to trick Him and sway public opinion against Him. They’re confronting Him with a series of 
questions to that end. That’s what they’re doing with all these questions. 
 
They said, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any cause at all?” That was a very, very controversial 
question and they knew it. They said it publicly for Him to lose at least half His following. Divorce was a legal 
issue that brought great conflict in Israel. All the Pharisees were divided into two sides following the two 
opposing opinions of two very famous rabbis.  
 
AN ANCIENT DEBATE OVER THE NATURE AND EXTENT OF DIVORCE 
There was this rabbi named Hillel and another named Shammai. All Pharisees swayed to either Hillel or 
Shammai. Those two had two totally opposite opinions of divorce and remarriage. They were forcing Him to 
side with one against the other so at least He would lose half His following. All the people were divided in their 
loyalty between these two men. 
 
The debate was over the interpretation of Deuteronomy 24, especially verse 1. It’s the word indecency. I want 
you to see this passage. Don’t think in your mind that this is difficult or hard. This is a very well-known 
passage, and this will help you understand what the New Testament is talking about when it talks about divorce 
and remarriage. This is the big passage. There are very few passages on divorce and remarriage in the Old 
Testament, and this is the biggie. Verses 1-4 is it. Hillel and Shammai had two opposing opinions on these 
passages. 
 
“When a man takes a wife and marries her, and it happens that she finds no favor in his eyes because he has 
found some indecency in her, and he writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out 
from his house, and she leaves his house and goes and becomes another man’s wife, and if the latter husband 
turns against her and writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out of his house, or 
if the latter husband dies who took her to be his wife, then her former husband who sent her away is not allowed 
to take her again to be his wife, since she has been defiled; for that is an abomination before the LORD, and you 
shall not bring sin on the land which the LORD your God gives you as an inheritance. When a man takes a new 
wife, he shall not go out with the army nor be charged with any duty; he shall be free at home one year and shall 
give happiness to his wife whom he has taken”  (Deut. 24:1-5). 
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If you divorce your wife, you can’t take her back if she remarries. That was the rule. The rule was to keep a man 
from just hastily kicking his wife out and then wanting to take her back. He has dishonored her. Women 
couldn’t divorce men; men had to do the divorcing. They had no legal right to initiate divorce. The men had all 
the power to do that. They were kicking their wives out on a whim. Then they wanted to take them back. 
 
The Lord said, “No, you can’t do that. You had better not get wild and just throw your wife out. You had better 
know what you’re doing, because you can’t have her back.” This rule was written to protect women from a rash 
husband throwing her out. 
 
The controversial word is in verse 1. What does the word indecency mean? To me it’s obvious: He’s talking 
about some sexual mishap. Either she was impure or immoral before they got married and he discovered it or 
she had some kind of involvement afterwards and he discovered it. The strict school of Shammai held that 
divorce was only lawful on the basis of sexual unfaithfulness, before or after marriage. If she had any 
involvement, even before they were married, he could put her away legally. Hillel interpreted indecency in the 
widest way possible and allowed for divorce for every conceivable cause. 
 
The debate divided all the Pharisees. Thus all the people were divided over the interpretation of that word. You 
can see how relevant it was. You have a bunch of carnal men who want to do their own thing: they can appease 
their conscience if they can make that word bigger than it was. It was a very controversial passage in all 
Jerusalem and Israel. Jesus was being asked to take a stand publicly for Hillel or Shammai. These Pharisees in 
Perea were seeking to hurt His popularity by forcing Him to side against one of these popular views. It was 
truly a trick question. 
 
The key phrase in verse 3 is, “For any cause.” They were playing on the word indecency. “Can you divorce a 
woman for any cause? Or does it have to be sexual unfaithfulness?” I’m not exaggerating when I say this: 
Hillel, the broader of the two, said that if your wife said anything wrong to you, you were free to divorce you. 
He took indecency to mean anything—anything unbecoming or undesirable to you. He was a very liberal 
theologian.  
 
Just for fun, Paul the apostle was tutored under the more liberal theologian. Gamaliel, the famous teacher who 
taught Paul, was a disciple of Hillel. 
 
The point is, they said, “For any cause at all.” If you don’t understand what’s happening, this passage is going 
to be confusing and you’ll miss the principle and the point Jesus is making in this passage. It’s a pretty 
confusing passage if you don’t understand the controversy in Deuteronomy 24. The key phrase is “any cause.” 
If she burns the dinner, can you divorce her? Hillel said you could. He really did! 
 
“WHAT GOD HAS JOINED TOGETHER, LET NO MAN SEPARATE” 
Verses 4-6 are Jesus’ answer. “Have you not read that He who created them from the beginning made them 
male and female, and said, ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, 
and the two shall become one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one flesh. What therefore God has joined 
together, let no man separate” (Mt. 19:4-6, NASB). 
 
Rather than to identify Himself with either position, Jesus quotes God’s original desired purpose for marriage 
before sin hardened man’s heart, thus lowering the quality of marriage. They wanted Him to take a stand. This 
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was a calculated question to trick Him. They couldn’t care less what His answer was. They wanted to get a lot 
of people mad at Him. Jesus avoids answering it and gives them another answer. He gives them God’s original 
intention for marriage. 
 
They said, “That’s not what we’re interested in. We’re interested in who You’ll side with.” Their hearts were 
hardened. 
 
ANY DISRUPTION OF THE MARRIAGE COVENANT VIOLATES GOD’S HIGHEST WILL 
Jesus’ point was this. He said, “Because of your hardness of heart Moses permitted you to divorce your wives; 
but from the beginning it has not been this way” (Mt. 19:8, NASB). Jesus’ point is that since God’s original and 
highest purpose called for man and woman to be one flesh, any disruption of the marriage covenant violated 
God’s highest will. 
 
He says, “Regardless of what the cause is, the Father’s original intention was for no divorce at all.” In essence 
He was saying that they were both wrong. They were trying to argue the Scriptures, and He says in reality God 
doesn’t want anything to bring them apart. 
 
Verse 7. They knew He avoided a direct answer. They were after a direct answer so that He would lose His 
public standing for at least one part of Israel. They said, “Why then did Moses command to give her a certificate 
of divorce and send her away” (Mt. 19:7, NASB)?  
 
They’re accurately quoting the scripture, but inaccurately interpreting it. They rejected His answer by accurately 
quoting a scripture they misinterpreted, Deuteronomy 24:1. They put the emphasis on the idea that God 
commanded the divorce instead of God commanding the certificate of divorce. God said, “Give her a certificate 
of divorce.” They said God was commanding the divorce. 
 
Jesus said, “No, no, no, come on. He was commanding the certificate for the divorce, not the divorce itself.” 
Some of the people were teaching that God commanded you to get a divorce if your wife burnt the bacon. 
 
That was gross perversion, but it was prevalent in Israel. “God made you divorce your wife. He commanded it!” 
They taught that you couldn’t forgive your wife, but you must divorce her rather than seeing that God desires 
forgiveness. If you refused to forgive her, then you were commanded to make it legal by giving her a certificate, 
so you couldn’t do anything hasty. You had to protect the woman by giving her a certificate. This provision was 
a protection for the woman from the man’s hasty decision to quickly divorce her and then shame her. This is all 
one-sided only, because in that society the woman couldn’t legally initiate a divorce. Nor were they socially 
accepted; even if the man was unrighteous, still the woman bore the shame of it. 
 
GOD MADE ALLOWANCES FOR THE HARDNESS OF MEN’S HEARTS 
Verse 8. Men’s hearts were hardened after the fall. The original high ideal of no divorce at all and the original 
high intention of God for marriage given in Genesis 2 wasn’t probable for all men. God originally desired that 
there would be no separation of that covenant. After the fall, He knew it wasn’t feasible that everyone would 
live up to that. God made allowance for divorce after the fall because God knew the possibility of 
unfaithfulness. 
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God knew men’s hearts and knew some men would be unfaithful. God said, “I originally created marriage never 
to be broken. Because the heart of man will be unfaithful, I have to give some concession for it. Because of the 
hardness of people’s heart, I know that some men and women will be unfaithful.” Consequently the other 
spouse would get hurt, and God said there had to be a way out for the hurt spouse. 
 
God did allow divorce to be instituted because of the hardness of men’s hearts, because they wouldn’t stay 
faithful all the time. That’s what it means when He says, “The hardness of men’s hearts.” They wouldn’t remain 
true to their covenant. God knew they wouldn’t remain faithful after the fall. 
 
DIVORCE IS AN ALTERNATIVE FOR A RACE OF HUMAN BEINGS AFFLICTED WITH SIN 
So they asked Him, “Why did Moses command to give a divorce?” 
 
Jesus answered, “Moses permitted you to divorce.” 
 
They said, “Moses commanded us.” 
 
He said, “No, no, He didn’t command you to divorce. He permitted you to divorce.” 
 
He’s avoiding the issue and avoiding taking a side. He’s appealing to God’s highest purpose, because these 
people had so perverted that scripture that there was no use arguing about it. He said, “I’m not going to take a 
side. My point is this. You should always seek to have forgiveness and keep that covenant.” 
 
If the person stays unfaithful, you do have the right, and you can do it. But don’t start telling people that God 
commanded you to divorce your husband if he’s unfaithful. God never commanded it; He permitted it because 
of the possibility of sin entering in. Jesus states that divorce was permitted as an alternative for a race of human 
beings afflicted with the power of sin. It wasn’t a command as the Pharisees taught; it was permitted. That was 
Jesus’ point. 
 
IS IT BETTER FOR A MAN NOT TO MARRY? 
Verse 9 echoes Matthew 5:32. “And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for immorality, and marries 
another woman commits adultery” (Mt. 19:9, NASB). 
 
The disciples said to Him, “If such is the case of the man with his wife, it is better not to marry” (Mt. 19:10). 
They were kind of asking Him a question by making a statement. They said, “If man has sin in him and he’s 
going to break the covenant, it is better not to marry. In the long run, he’s going to break the covenant and force 
her to marry someone else. He’s going to force her to commit adultery.” 
 
Jesus’ answer was that they were kind of off base on that. What they were saying was this: due to the fear of 
failing and breaking the covenant, it’s better not to marry at all. 
 
Jesus gives kind of a funny answer to that question. “Yes, it is better not to marry, but everyone can’t accept 
that. It is better not to marry. Not because you’re afraid to fail; it’s better not to marry for another reason: 
because it will cause you to be totally undistracted in your pursuit of God. You’ve made the right statement for 
the wrong reason. It’s not because I’m afraid that men will all fail in their marriage” (Mt. 19:11-12, 
paraphrased). 
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They were saying, “If everyone is failing, it’s better just not to marry. That way you never cause anyone to 
commit adultery, right?” 
 
Jesus says, “Not exactly, but it is better not to marry. Not all men can accept this statement; only those to whom 
it has been given. Only those who have the gift of celibacy can handle that.” 
 
They wanted to avoid being hurt by being part of an adulterous situation: for a high percentage of the Jews were 
divorcing their wives, and by divorcing their wives they were promoting adultery. So what the disciples were 
saying is, “Let’s just forget the whole marriage thing! It’s too scary. I don’t want to get involved in some 
adulterous situation.”  
 
In verse 11, Jesus answers that a celibate life is a gift given of God to some people. Such people—I want to say 
this—will be totally content without marriage. This is how you know you possess the gift. If you desire to 
marry, then you don’t possess the gift. If you don’t desire to marry, then you probably do possess the gift. I 
guess there’s timing. You may not want to marry now, and in ten years you might. 
 
Jesus makes it plain that not all people can emotionally accept a statement like this. He says a lot of people 
could never handle this. Paul elaborates on this as a celibate. Paul was a celibate. He talks about it in 1 
Corinthians 7:25-35. He talks about the glory and the excellence of a single life, so that you could live with 
undistracted devotion. 
 
Paul was really into this statement. Jesus was pretty into it Himself, but Jesus knew that many people couldn’t 
handle it. Paul knew many people couldn’t handle it, either. He only talks about it once. In all his writings, he 
kind of kicks back for ten verses in the middle of 1 Corinthians 7 and just opens up his heart and states it and 
says, “Hey, it’s way better to be single.” He let all things go and went wild for ten verses, and then he never 
mentions it again. He probably got done with the letter and thought, “I wonder if I should have written all that 
stuff.” It’s like he gloried in it for a while. He really got heavy. He said, “If you have a wife, be as though you 
don’t have one. If you weep, be as though you don’t weep; if you rejoice, be as though you don’t rejoice” (1 
Cor. 7:29-30, paraphrased). 
 
That’s a neat passage, and it’s pretty heavy. Of course Jesus and Paul were into being celibates because they 
could handle it. 
 
“HE WHO IS ABLE TO ACCEPT THIS, LET HIM ACCEPT IT” 
Verse 12. “For there are eunuchs who were born that way from their mother's womb; and there are eunuchs who 
were made eunuchs by men; and there are also eunuchs who made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the 
kingdom of heaven. He who is able to accept this, let him accept it” (Mt. 19:12). 
 
Jesus challenges the world: “If you can handle that, take it, because you’ll be happier in the long run.” If you 
could be totally content with giving yourself with undistracted devotion to the Lord, if you can handle that with 
happiness, you’ll win in the end in a greater dimension. 
 
Jesus isn’t down on marriage. God ordained it. Marriage isn’t a sign of weakness. God has given the gift of 
celibacy to some people. There are physical and emotional eunuchs. You can be a physical eunuch, but 
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emotional eunuchs are something else. A eunuch is a castrated male or one without testicles. Some men were 
made eunuchs to work in the king’s harem. They were castrated so that they would be permitted to work 
amongst the hundreds of wives he had. 
 
There are three types of eunuchs: those born deformed; those made eunuchs in order to serve in the king’s 
harem; and those self-made in order to more effectively serve God with undistracted devotion. A self-made 
eunuch is usually a reference to a man or a woman—though technically a woman isn’t a eunuch—who has 
become one emotionally, or one who remains a celibate for the sole purpose of serving God: Paul, Jesus, John 
the Baptist. I don’t believe they were physical eunuchs. I don’t believe they went and had an operation. I believe 
they girded themselves; emotionally and mentally they were eunuchs. 
 
I’ve heard some people say, “I’m a eunuch for the kingdom.” 
 
What they mean is, “Emotionally I’ve girded myself for that purpose. I will have no involvement emotionally or 
physically, in any way that will distract me from the sole purpose of serving God twenty-four hours a day.” 
 
“IT IS BETTER TO MARRY THAN TO BURN WITH PASSION” 
The average people that and feel all condemned: “You mean to say that because I’m married I’m distracted?” 
Yes. That’s not a horrible thing, but it is true. God doesn’t condemn you for that, but it is a true statement. 
You’ll find distractions. Paul told you about that. Jesus told us about that. That doesn’t condemn me, but it is a 
true statement still. Of course, if you try to be an emotional eunuch and you don’t have the call, you’ll be ten 
times more distracted. A lot of people who are single are so distracted because they’re single. They’re driven 
with a passion to get married. They would be ten times more effective for God if they just got married. I’m not 
being funny; it’s true! If you’re going to be way more distracted unmarried, then go get married. For about 95 
percent of us, I would say that’s the case. 
 
There’s a real grace of God, and a person can be a eunuch emotionally. Luke 2:36-37 gives us the picture of a 
“woman eunuch.” She was sixteen or seventeen years old when she got married. Her husband died after seven 
years. She was about twenty-four years old when her husband died. She was widowed. She spent sixty years in 
the temple in prayer and fasting without stopping. She was in the temple night and day, praying and fasting, for 
sixty years. I couldn’t believe that woman. I long to meet her. She is going to be a blessing. She was the picture 
of an emotional eunuch in terms of a woman. She gave herself wholly to God and to prayer. 
 
You don’t want to be condemned by it one way or the other. If God has given it to you, accept it; it’s a good and 
exciting gift. If He hasn’t given it to you, don’t worry about it. As God leads, get married. Here’s the point I 
want to make: whatever you do, it’s a high gift from God, and I don’t think that we ought to think someone is 
weird because they’re twenty-five years old or thirty years old and single. God may be doing a tremendous 
thing in their life, and we ought to give honor and glory to that kind of thing and not look at it like they’re 
socially weird or something. It’s a great call of God. It’s a high call. It’s a call most of us couldn’t walk in. 
 
Don’t look at them and say, “You’re not married yet and you’re thirty years old? You’re kidding. What is 
wrong with you?” 
 
“The grace of God has operated in my life and set me apart for Himself.”  
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It doesn’t sound like anything is wrong to me. I really mean that. We have to get it out of our thinking that a 
woman has to be married at eighteen years old. 
 
So hopefully as you meditate on this passage and study it, you might get more insight on this whole thing. 
Because this may be unfamiliar, this whole passage; read it over again and you’ll get more insight on divorce 
and remarriage. If you don’t know the background, you’ll mess up what He’s getting at here. 
 
JESUS REBUKES THE DISCIPLE FOR SENDING THE CHILDREN AWAY 
Some children were brought to Him that He might lay His hands upon them. The disciples rebuked them. Jesus 
said, “Let the children alone, and do not hinder them from coming to Me; for the kingdom of heaven belongs to 
such as these” (Mt. 19:14, NASB). He laid His hands on them and departed. 
 
Verse 13. The disciples thought people without prominence were without significance to God. I’ve given this 
principle many times, but you need to hear it again. Everyone is equally significant to God. Everyone has 
varying prominence before men. Billy Graham has much greater prominence in the eyes of men than any of us 
in this room. He’s no more significant to God than any of us. 
 
The problem with carnal thinking is that we look at a man who’s prominent in man’s eyes and we think he’s 
more prominent and significant in God’s eyes. We want to give favor and honor to people who have 
prominence as though God loves them and they’re more important to God. Jesus always rebuked that 
mentality—always. 
 
He said, “You must see the difference between prominence and significance.” 
 
All these kids, they’re not very prominent, are they? You don’t think of any famous children in the Gospels. To 
God they were very significant. They always wanted to get the kids out of the way. Jesus always rebuked them 
and said, “No, no. They may not be prominent to you, but they’re equally as significant to Me as you are, Peter. 
I love them just like I love you. The kingdom belongs to these children.” 
 
They slipped back into the world standard of evaluating people according to their prominence rather than 
evaluating people according to their significance. Boy! We fall into that trap so often, don’t we? Jesus was 
constantly against that. 
 
JESUS CONVERSES WITH A RICH YOUNG RULER 
A ruler came to Him and said to Him, “What good thing shall I do to inherit eternal life” (Mt. 19:16, 
paraphrased)? 
 
Verse 17. Jesus said, “Why do you call Me good? No one is good but One, that is, God. But if you want to enter 
into life, keep the commandments” (Mt. 19:17). 
 
He said to Him, “Which ones?” 
 
Jesus listed some. The young man said to Him, “All these things I have kept; what am I lacking?” 
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Jesus said, “If you wish to be mature, complete, go and sell everything you have, give to the poor, and you’ll 
have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow Me” (Mt. 19:21, paraphrased). 
 
When the young man heard this statement, he went away grieved. He was one who owned much property (Mt. 
19:22). 
 
I’m reading here in verse 17. Jesus was operating in a word of knowledge. He knew that this man’s true love 
and his heart devotion were towards money. He knew the man was very moral, but He knew that he loved 
money more than he loved God. 
 
Every time Jesus gives that specific statement to a person that seems so hard, it’s because He’s operating in a 
word of knowledge. For example, He tells the one man not to go and bury his father (Lk. 9:60). He knew he was 
more loyal to his father than he would be to God. He knew it by a word of knowledge. It wasn’t just a cruel 
statement. Jesus isn’t asking you to sell everything you have, but He literally told the rich, young man that this 
is what he had to do. He knew that guy was worshiping money. Probably you’re not, so you don’t have to go 
sell all that you have. That guy was required to sell everything if he wanted to get in. Jesus knew it was the first 
issue that would be confronted when He began to walk in the kingdom of God. He knew it would be the number 
one issue.  
 
He says, “You might as well cross the bridge now. You’ll be faced with it time and time again, so you might as 
well just deal with it.” 
 
He said, “No.”  
 
Jesus said, “OK, that’s what I thought.” 
 
He told that guy to come and follow Him. That was an offer to be the one to replace Judas. Look at Luke 9:59-
60. Only two times in the Scripture did Jesus ever offer someone to come follow Him in this way at all. This 
was a very, very zealous man. He knew Judas was going to be replaced. He gave that offer to two different men 
to come follow Him in the same way He gave to James, John, and the other guys. But they both said no. What 
bad news! How would you like to have been invited to follow Him in the way the twelve did, but said no 
because of money? I really believe he would have been Judas’ replacement if he had said yes. He would have 
been the thirteenth disciple. He would have been around. All he had to do was hang around. Judas was going to 
be out of commission in about two or three weeks. Jesus knew there had to be a replacement. He said, “Come, 
follow Me, and I’ll make you a fisher of men.” 
 
He was accurate with this word of knowledge. The guy wouldn’t do it. Jesus said, “You were on My heart. I 
had you on My heart to be one of the twelve.” 
 
“BEHOLD, WE HAVE LEFT EVERYTHING AND FOLLOWED YOU” 
That’s my own personal opinion. Jesus said to His disciples, “It is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of 
heaven” (Mt. 19:23). 
 
They said, “Who then can be saved” (Mt. 19:25)? 
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Verse 27. Peter said, “Behold, we have left everything and followed You; what then will there be for us” (Mt. 
19:27, NASB)? I think that’s pretty neat. It was true, they did leave everything. I think that was the key to 
Peter’s success. Jesus knew it, and that’s why He called him to be one of His apostles in the beginning. He 
knew his heart. I believe Jesus was operating in a word of knowledge, and He knew all those men’s hearts when 
He called them originally. He knew they were winners and knew they were the sold-out kind of guys. They 
weren’t the ordinary, average Christians. They were very zealous, very committed men. Jesus knew it by the 
Spirit; He knew it about every one of them. 
 
They said, “We have left everything.” That gives me insight into the type of success Peter had. 
 
“YOU WILL SIT UPON THRONES AND JUDGE THE TWELVE TRIBE OF ISRAEL” 
Jesus said, “Truly I say to you, you who have followed Me in the regeneration, when the Son of Man sits on His 
glorious throne, you will sit upon twelve thrones and judge the twelve tribes of Israel. Everyone who has left 
house or brother or sister or father or mother or children or lands for My sake shall receive many times as 
much” (Mt. 19:28-29, paraphrased). 
 
In Mark 10 it says you’ll inherit eternal life in the age to come. Here verse 28 speaks of the regeneration of 
Israel: the rebirth that will occur in society and creation when Jesus establishes a literal, 1,000-year kingdom on 
the earth. The world is going to be destroyed one of these days by fire. It won’t be destroyed by atomic 
weaponry. Jesus is going to speak the word and it will be burned with fire at the end of the millennial reign. 
Nuclear war isn’t going to destroy the world. He’s going to destroy it with the word of His mouth. Before it’s 
restored, there’s going to be a regeneration of this world. There’s going to be a rebirth of the whole society, the 
whole structure, and the whole physical situation of the earth. For 1,000 years it will be as it was in the garden 
of Eden. Creation will come into the fullness of salvation, just like the sons of God have. There are a lot of 
reasons for that. We’ll look at that when we look at the epistles. 
 
These twelve will rule in the Palestine area. I wonder, who’s going to rule New York? We will be ruling the 
cities. Those twelve are going to be in Palestine. Jesus is going to be literally sitting in Jerusalem. There’s a 
measure of prominence. They get to be pretty close to them. Someone is going to rule L.A., New York, and the 
other cities of the earth. Those twelve guys will be right there. Palestine is kind of small; of course they get to 
be close to Jesus. I would just as soon be in America. I want to sit on a throne in South County. I love this place. 
I really mean that. I really have a burden for these people and I would rather stay here than in Jerusalem. We 
will be able to go there any time we want to be taught of the Lord. We can go any time to sit at His feet and 
learn and be a more effective judge and ruler when we come back here. 
 
“MANY WHO ARE FIRST WILL BE LAST; AND THE LAST, FIRST” 
“Many who are first will be last; and the last, first” (Mt. 19:30, NASB). 
 
Now notice that it says many, not all. It doesn’t say everyone who is first will be last, does it? It says many. 
Many who have spiritual and natural prominence here won’t have it in eternity. Paul had prominence here and I 
believe he will have prominence there too. It’s not like everyone who has prominence who is first won’t have it. 
He’s not talking about the person who stands in the fellowship dinner line first, and he will be last then because 
everyone turns the line around. That’s not what He’s talking about. He’s talking about prominence in the eternal 
city. He says, “Don’t think because a guy is famous in this world that he will be famous in the eternal world. 
Don’t think that if you’re last in this world.” 
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Because what if God has called you to be an intercessor? You’re locked away in some room and no one even 
knows you. You have no prominence and you’re last in terms of the eyes of men. Some of you will be first 
when you’re brought before God in the eternal kingdom. He’s dealing with the issue of prominence: with sitting 
on thrones and ruling. That’s the whole context He’s talking about: forsaking everything, and ruling in the 
regeneration when God reorders the whole society here. 
 
Some nations and nationalities have prominence by virtue of the long amount of time they’ve been involved in 
the things of God. For instance, the Jews had prominence then. They were God’s people for 2,000 years before 
Jesus, and they thought they would have prominence in heaven. Jesus was making a point and saying, “You 
won’t.” Those in the United States and England are the prominent Christian nations in the world now. That 
doesn’t necessarily mean the Jews or people from the United States are going to have prominence in eternity, 
just because we’re the bigwigs right now. The little, old guy down in Africa somewhere may be of more 
importance in the eyes of God, who has a whole different evaluating system. 
 
“THE LAST WILL BE FIRST, AND THE FIRST LAST” 
Chapter 20. This chapter illustrates that many of such nationalities won’t be higher in rank in eternity. I think a 
lot of people take this out of context and they miss the point of what He’s getting at. He says, “For the kingdom 
of heaven is like a land owner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard” (Mt. 20:1). 
You all know the story, right? He offers them all a day’s wage. One guy comes in the very end and gets the 
same wage as the men who worked all day. 
 
We read that and say, “See, there’s going to be no difference in rewards.” He was talking about nations. He’s 
talking about the Jewish nation who worked all the time carrying the burden of the Lord, and the Gentile nations 
coming in and becoming God’s vessel overnight. He isn’t nearly so much talking about individuals all having 
the same standing, because that contradicts so much scripture. At the very end He said they’re all going to have 
entrance into His eternal city. 
 
The Gentiles were heathens. They didn’t know the Bible. They didn’t know anything. God was going to make 
them into the nation of God. There’s an application of it in the personal way too, but too many people have read 
that and totally misunderstood what was going on.  
 
Verse 16. He says the same thing: “The last will be first, and the first last” (Mt. 20:16). He’s talking about 
prominence with respect to the Jews and Gentiles. In two weeks’ time, the Jews are going to cut off the 
Messiah. He has been warning them in almost every parable that they’ll be cut off. He’s doing that in this 
parable as well. He’s talking about nationalities more than individuals. The principle is true of individuals also. 
 
THE MOTHER OF JAMES AND JOHN MAKES A MOST UNUSUAL REQUEST 
Verse 20. The mother of the sons of Zebedee came to Jesus with her sons, bowing down and making a request. 
He said to her, “What do you want?” 
 
She said to Him, “Grant that these two sons of mine may sit, one on Your right hand and the other on the left, in 
Your kingdom” (Mt. 20:21). 
 
Jesus said, “You do not know what you ask. Are you able to drink the cup that I am about to drink, and be 
baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with” (Mt. 20:22)? 
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They said, “Yes.” 
 
He said, “OK. By your standard of measure it will be measured to you. My cup you shall drink, but you can’t sit 
at the right and left.” 
 
They thought, “Oh no.” 
 
“It’s not Mine to give. It is for those for whom it has been prepared by My Father” (Mt. 20:23, paraphrased). 
 
Hearing this, the ten became indignant at the two—at James and John. 
 
Mom came and said, “Hey Jesus, what about putting these two at the right and the left?” 
 
It occurred to me that the Father sits at the right hand of Jesus. That was a pretty presumptuous statement: “Ask 
the Father to move and let my sons sit there.” 
 
This is worth noting, but I believe John the Baptist will be at the right hand. He was such a blessed brother. I 
really believe there was no one who lived like him—not even Paul. I don’t think anyone had the flame of fire in 
his heart like John did. 
 
The mother was traveling with the apostolic company. She’s down here in Perea; her husband is up there in 
Capernaum fishing and working for a living. She’s hanging around with the evangelistic team in Perea. I 
thought, “What is she doing down there asking those kinds of questions?” 
 
Luke 8 talked about all the women who followed. She was in Perea with Jesus. I wondered, “Who was taking 
care of her poor husband?” She was Jesus’ aunt. She was Mary’s sister. This woman was Mary’s sister.  You 
can compare all those verses and get that. Most scholars agree upon this. Most all scholars agree on this, to 
make John the apostle Jesus’ first cousin. He was also John the Baptist’s first cousin. What a powerful family! 
Elizabeth and Mary were cousins. Later, Jesus’ brother James became the pastor of the Jerusalem church. 
 
So we have Jesus. His first cousin is John the Baptist, the greatest man that ever lived. His other first cousins are 
James and John. Their two best friends were Peter and Andrew. They had the fishing business together. They 
were really good friends in a little, dinky village called Capernaum. They were all good friends and they all 
knew Jesus because Jesus went up to visit. The Jews seriously had lots of family reunions. I have no doubt that 
Jesus knew Peter and Andrew. I’m sure He went up to see the relatives all the time. He must have met them in 
His childhood. Jesus’ brother grows up and becomes the head pastor of the Jerusalem church. In some ways it 
was a little family organization. The whole gang was ruling it. I’m really not being funny. It seems humorous. It 
seems interesting to think about that. 
 
Verse 21. So she felt that because of her position of familiarity, being in the immediate family, she was entitled 
to receive greater favor with God. She said this in the context of the promise in Matthew 19 when He promised 
that they would sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel. 
 
She said, “Hey, I’m your aunt. Come on, how about the boys? You grew up with them.” 
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He says, “Woman, you don’t know what you’re asking.” You can see that more clearly. He asked them if they 
wanted a cup of persecution. They said yes. James was martyred by Herod; his head was cut off. John was 
thrown in prison. Someone will literally be at His right hand. A human being will. 
 
BEWARE OF SEEKING GREATNESS APART FROM HUMILITY AND LOVE 
Verse 25. Jesus called them to Himself. “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and those 
who are great exercise authority over them. Yet it shall not be so among you; but whoever desires to become 
great among you, let him be your servant” (Mt. 20:25-26). 
 
Jesus didn’t rebuke them for desiring to be great. Do you all notice that? He only rebuked them for wanting 
greatness apart from humility and love. He says, “Hey, if you want to sit at the right hand, go for it. It’s wide 
open.” That doesn’t necessarily mean they would get to sit at His right hand. “You want a high standing? The 
kingdom is yours; take it by force. Have what you want; just don’t do it the world’s way. You can’t do it by 
pushing, forcing, and pressuring people. You have to do it by humility and serving people. If you want it, have 
it.” 
 
It must be greatness acquired by the desire to give instead of the desire to receive. They wanted greatness so 
that everyone would look and give them honor. He says, “No, it has to be the other way around. It has to be 
greatness by giving honor to other people. It is greatness, but it’s just a little different than the way the world 
does it. Your authority will be exercised because of the respect people voluntarily give you, not because you 
have a heavy hand over them.” 
 
If you want to be great in the kingdom, you have to rule by the respect people voluntarily give you. We can’t 
rule by pushing our authority like people in the world. Jesus never, ever condemned the desire to be great and to 
be prominent—never, never, never. He encouraged it in eternity if you want it. But you have to get it through 
humility, and not by demanding it from other people. We need to lay hold of that. 
 
YOU CAN’T HAVE GENERAL FAITH IF YOU WANT GOD TO BLESS YOU 
Verse 29. He’s in Jericho, fifteen miles outside of Jerusalem. He’s getting close. A great multitude followed. 
Two blind men sitting by the road heard Jesus was passing by and cried out, “Have mercy on us, O Lord, Son of 
David” (Mt. 20:29)! 
 
The multitudes told them sternly to be quiet. Jesus stopped and asked them a very peculiar question. They were 
both obviously blind. He stopped them and asked, “What do you want Me to do” (Mt. 20:32)? 
 
You think, “What do You think they want You to do?” Being respectful, I thought, “That seems like such a 
funny question!” 
 
It’s not, though. “What specifically do you want from Jesus?” is an essential aspect of effectual prayer. Jesus 
was correcting the vagueness and generality of their praying. 
 
They said, “Lord, have mercy and bless us.” 
 
“Wait, time out. You have to be much more specific. What specific blessing do you want Me to give you?” 
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“Open our eyes.” 
 
“OK, boom!” He opened up their eyes. He wanted them to be specific. By the very definition of faith, you have 
to be specific. You can’t have general faith if you want God to bless you. Faith must be specific and in the 
present tense or it’s not faith. Luke 19 talks about eternal rewards and stuff. I hate skipping that kind of stuff. 
That’s my favorite stuff. 
 
THE PHARISEES AND RULERS TRY TO SWAY THE CROWDS AGAINST HIM 
Transition fifty. We’re back to Matthew 21. He’s in Jerusalem. It’s countdown time. He has about five or six or 
seven days before His crucifixion. I mean, they’re against Him. They have to make Him look like a fool in the 
eyes of all men. The people are on His side, so they have to sway public opinion against Him. They’ve 
purposed in their heart to kill Him already. They have to get public opinion behind them or they’ll have a lot of 
trouble killing Him. 
 
He has been in Perea for three months now. The smartest and the wisest and the most arrogant and the sharpest 
have been planning and thinking of questions to trick Him when they got back. He’s thirty years old. A lot of 
these guys are fifty, sixty, and seventy. They’re old wise men. They’ve been planning for months to ask 
questions to trick Him to force public opinion against Him. 
 
Jesus comes into town, this young upstart, only thirty-three years old. “We’re going to throw some questions, 
get Him off guard, prevail over Him, and the crowd will turn against Him.” 
 
There are six confrontations here. Jesus wins all six of them. It’s so exciting. It’s so cool to watch this thing 
happen. Let’s look at chapter 21:23. He came into the temple. The chief priests and the elders of the people 
came to Him as He was teaching and asked, “By what authority are You doing these things” (Mt. 21:23)? He 
might have been violating the rules of Israel. Everyone knew you didn’t just surpass and usurp the authority. 
You had to get authority from the Sanhedrin. He was rebelling against a very serious rule. “Who gave You this 
authority” (ibid)? 
 
He was a rebel in the eyes of the people. That was the reason they asked Him that. They didn’t ask Him that 
privately. They wanted everyone to see that He was rebelling against God and His authority. 
 
He said, “I’ll ask you one thing and if you can tell me, then I’ll tell you by what authority I do these things. The 
baptism of John, was it from heaven or men” (Mt. 21:24-25)? 
 
They said, “If we say from heaven, He will say, ‘Why do you not believe it then?’ If we say from men, the 
multitude is going to get mad,” because they thought John was a prophet (Mt. 21:25-26, paraphrased). 
 
They lied and said, “We don’t know.” 
 
Jesus said, “In that case, I’m not going to tell you by what authority I do these things” (Mt. 21:27, paraphrased). 
You may not catch the full drift of what He was doing, but they understood what was happening. This was their 
first attack. They had already purposed to kill Him. They were awaiting His return from Perea. In Luke 13, they 
tried to trick Him to come back to Jerusalem so that they could trick Him and kill Him and get public opinion 
against Him. 
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“By what authority?” You needed authority from the Sanhedrin before you taught a new doctrine. Jesus 
answered with a question that implied that His authority was from the same place as John’s. They understood 
what He was getting at. Jesus’ question was designed to expose the dishonesty of their hearts. John’s ministry 
was popularly recognized as being genuinely of God. He proclaimed Jesus’ messiahship. If they accepted John, 
then they had to accept Jesus’ messiahship. The Pharisees knew this and backed out of the conversation. 
 
They said, “Wow.” In essence He said, “My authority is from the Father.” They understood what He was 
saying. He answered it sincerely in a way that exposed their dishonesty. 
 
They walked away and said, “Man, that was sharp. He answered us and put us in a bind. He turned the whole 
thing against us on the scene. We backed out of the conversation.” 
 
One to zero, Lord Jesus. He said, “I have a question for you now.” If they had been wise, they would have left 
immediately. “A man had two sons. He came to the one and said, ‘Son go out and work in the vineyard.’ The 
first son said, ‘I will,’ but he didn’t go. He went to the second son and said the same thing. He said, ‘I will,’ but 
in the end he went. Which of the two sons did the will of the father” (Mt. 21:28-31, paraphrased)? 
 
They said, “The second son, of course.” 
 
Jesus said, “Truly I say to you, tax collectors and harlots will get into the kingdom of God before you. John 
came to you in the way of righteousness. You didn’t believe Him, but the tax gatherers, the harlots did believe 
Him, and seeing this you didn’t even feel remorse so as to believe” (Mt. 21:31-32, paraphrased). 
 
He’s making His point. Obviously the man is God the Father. The two different responses are the religious 
people and the sinners. The sinners said no to God at first, but said yes in the end. The religious people said yes 
but did nothing different. They were kicked out of the kingdom of heaven. 
 
THE PARABLE OF THE VINEYARD 
He said, “I have another parable for you. Since you brought up the parable about authority and who’s who, there 
was a landowner. He planted a vineyard and put a wall around it and dug a winepress. He built a tower and 
rented it out to vine-growers and went on a journey.” The vine-growers were Israel. “When the harvest time 
approached, He sent his slaves”—the Old Testament prophets—“to Israel to receive the produce. They beat one, 
killed another, and stoned the third. 
 
“So God the Father sent another group of prophets, larger than the first. They did the same thing to the second 
group of prophets. Afterwards, God the Father sent His Son to Israel. He said, ‘Certainly they’ll respect My 
Son.’ 
 
When the leadership of Israel saw the Son, they said among themselves, ‘This is the heir, let’s kill Him.’ They 
killed the Son. Therefore when the Father comes, what is He going to do to Israel” (Mt. 21:33-40, paraphrased)? 
 
They understood what was going on. These were very, very sharp men. They said to Him, “He will bring those 
wretches to a wretched end” (Mt. 21:41, NASB). They may not have understood immediately, but they will in a 
minute. “[He] will rent out the vineyard to other vine-growers who will pay him the proceeds at the proper 
seasons” (ibid). They’re talking about the Gentiles. 
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Jesus says, “Have you never read in the Scriptures,” and then quotes the scripture that Israel would reject the 
Messiah. He says, “Therefore I say to you the kingdom of God will be taken away from you. It will be given to 
the Gentiles who will produce the fruit of it. He who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces, but whoever 
the stone falls on, that stone will scatter him like dust” (Mt. 21:42-44). 
 
If anyone falls on Jesus, on the stone, in repentance, obedience, and faith, it will break their life to pieces. If 
they don’t fall on Jesus, the stone will crush and scatter them in the end. He says, “Either you fall on Me and get 
crushed or I fall on you and you get crushed.” You have no way of making it. You have to obey God in the end. 
Every person will bow their knee in the end. “You can crush yourself,” talking about repentance, “or I will 
crush you,” talking about eternal judgment. 
 
“MANY ARE CALLED, BUT FEW ARE CHOSEN” 
The chief priests and Pharisees heard these parables and understood He was talking about them. They sought to 
seize Him, but they were scared to death of the multitudes. Jesus answered and spoke again to them. He gave 
them another parable. At the end He tells them He’s going to throw them into hell in verse 13. “Many are 
called, but few are chosen” (Mt. 22:14). Called means invited. God has invited the world. God so loved the 
world. He invites the whole world. You’re chosen by responding to God in faith and obedience. You can be one 
of the chosen ones. God invites everyone, but He only chooses the ones who respond in faith and obedience. He 
invites the whole world, but He chooses for His sons those who respond back. He draws the line. He says, 
“Anyone who steps across this line here is on My side. I’ll give them favor and I’ll choose them to be on My 
team.” 
 
He offers it to the whole world. Whoever steps across the line and says, “I want to be on your team,” He says, 
“Now you’re chosen.” Everyone is invited. Many are invited; only few cross the line and receive the chosen call 
from God. 
 
The Pharisees went and counseled together how they might trap Him in what He said (Mt. 22:15). They sent 
their disciples. I thought that was interesting. They’re getting a little gun-shy by now. They said, “Hey man, we 
can’t handle this. Let’s send our disciples to go tackle Him.” They also sent the Herodians. The Pharisees and 
Herodians were archenemies. They joined together. “Teacher, we know You’re truthful and You teach the way 
of God in truth. You defer to no one, for You’re not partial to any” (Mt. 22:16, paraphrased). They start to 
flatter Him. You can never flatter a man of God and get away with it. “Tell us then, what do You think?” 
 
They’re so proud of themselves because they’ve thought of a great question to trap Him, like the question about 
divorce. “What do You think? Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not” (Mt. 22:17)? 
 
Jesus perceiving their malice said, “Why are you testing Me” (Mt. 22:18, NASB)? 
 
It just so happens that they’re asking in public. There are Roman soldiers about: “Yes, we would like to hear 
what You say…” 
 
If He says, “Don’t pay Caesar,” the Romans are going to take care of Him and seize Him for treason. If He says, 
“Pay Caesar,” all the Jews are going to hate Him. The leaders were so proud of themselves. They said, “We 
have Him tricked. Either the Romans will take care of Him or the people will reject Him.” 
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You all know the answer: “Give to the government what is the government’s, and give to God what is God’s” 
(Mt. 22:21, paraphrased). 
 
They thought, “Oh man.” They had these questions planned. Jesus wasn’t planning at all. He came just fresh. 
He was giving spontaneous answers back. They were digging up all these questions to trick Him and turn public 
opinion against Him. 
 
THE SADDUCEES ASK A QUESTION ABOUT THE RESURRECTION OF THE DEAD 
So hearing this they marveled; they left and went away (Mt. 22:22). Verse 23. The hour was growing late. They 
had to come up with something. The Pharisees, the Herodians, and the Sadducees all hated each other, but they 
all became buddies to get rid of Jesus. 
 
The Sadducees were the richest ones. They thought, “You Pharisees, you’re so elementary. Let us take care of 
it. The score is five to zero thanks to you guys. Let us take over now.” 
 
They go to ask a few questions. This is all happening in one day—one big event. Sadducees don’t believe in the 
resurrection. That’s why they’re sad, you see? 
 
They said, “Teacher, Moses said that if a man dies, having no children, his brother shall marry his wife and 
raise up offspring for his brother. Now there were with us seven brothers. The first died after he had married, 
and having no offspring, left his wife to his brother. Likewise the second also, and the third, even to the seventh. 
Last of all the woman died also. Therefore, in the resurrection, whose wife of the seven will she be? For they all 
had her” (Mt. 22:24-28). 
 
The contradictory thing is that they didn’t even believe in eternity and in the resurrection. They think, “He’s 
from Galilee! He doesn’t know that much.” 
 
Jesus says in verse 29, “You’re mistaken. You don’t understand the Scriptures or the power of God. You don’t 
understand that God can raise up a body. Regarding the resurrection of the dead, have you not read that which 
was spoken to you by God? God said, ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’” (Mt. 
22:29-32, paraphrased). 
 
They all believed in Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and they all believed in God. They didn’t believe Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob were living. He said, “You mean your God is the God of dead, non-existent people? If 
Abraham isn’t going to be raised from the dead, then he’s non-existent. He will rot in the grave and doesn’t 
exist now. You mean your God is the God of the non-existent?” 
 
They stopped: “We never thought about that. If He’s the God of Abraham, if Abraham doesn’t exist, his body is 
rotted, his spirit has disappeared, then He’s the God of a dead man.” 
 
THE PHARISEES AND SADDUCEES MAKE ONE LAST ATTEMPT TO SILENCE JESUS 
The multitudes heard this and were astonished (Mt. 22:33). Then comes the last desperate attack of all. The 
Pharisees heard that He had put the Sadducees to silence. Now they gather together and join hands in one last 
attempt. They hate each other. They think, “This young kid, He’s so sharp. Every time we have something, He 
contradicts us and causes us to look like a fool in the eyes of the people.” They were claiming to be so wise. 
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Jesus was supposed to be so out to lunch. Jesus was turning it around every time and showing them they were 
the ones who were out to lunch. 
 
Everyone saw it. I don’t doubt that Jesus spent a night in prayer before this whole thing. They said, “What is the 
greatest commandment?” There were 613 commandments. They thought, “Seventy thousand Jews, 600 
commandments. How can He fail to divide the people by His answer? Here’s one last shot. Let’s throw that out. 
He has to cause some controversy on that one.” 
 
He answers the commandment. He gives them the best one. They didn’t think about that one. They never 
thought of devotion and love to God.  
 
DAVID’S SON, YET DAVID’S LORD 
While the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus said, “I have another question for you.” 
 
They thought, “Oh no, not this again.” 
 
“What do you think about the Christ? Whose son is He?” 
 
“He’s the son of David. He’s going to be a political king like David. He’s going to be the Son of Man and the 
son of David, the political king.” 
 
He said to them, “Then how does David in the Spirit call Him Lord? If He’s David’s Son, why does David call 
Him his Lord” (Mt. 22:43-45, paraphrased)? 
 
“No one was able to answer Him a word, nor did anyone dare from that day on to ask Him another question” 
(Mt. 22:46, NASB). Isn’t that great? 
 
This quote in verse 44 is from Psalm 110, which was a messianic psalm, a psalm sung about the Messiah. God 
the Father addresses Jesus as the Lord. Jesus calls Him his Lord there. The only way for Jesus to be David’s son 
and his Lord is for Jesus to be totally Man and totally God. This was a new mystery to those who were seeking 
merely a political king like David’s son. They didn’t consider Him to be a spiritual deliverer like God’s Son. 
They wanted Him to be a man’s son and a political man. They didn’t expect Him to be God’s Son, a spiritual 
deliverer. He said, “I’m both. I’m God’s Son. I’ll be the Deliverer. I’m the Son of a man; I’ll be a political king. 
I’m totally God and totally Man.” 
 
They said, “No more questions; we’re backing off.” 
 
I’m certain Jesus said, “I have a few more. Can I ask you a few more questions?” I’m sure He had a few more 
up His sleeve. 
 
A REBUKE TO THE PHARISEES; A WARNING FOR ALL LEADERS 
I just want to make this point about the chapter. It’s a rebuke to the Pharisees. He gives seven rebukes to the 
Pharisees. Here’s the key statement, I think, right here in Matthew 23. This chapter wasn’t written as a record of 
Jesus’ condemnation to the Pharisees. That’s not the only reason that chapter was written. This chapter was 
written for the edification of the Church. All leaders should review this chapter to see the evil tendencies that 
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crop up in the heart of a leader who isn’t diligent in his walk in the Spirit. Jesus was spelling out specifically the 
things that crop up in the heart of a leader that’s not diligent. That’s what He was doing. This chapter gives us 
great opportunity to examine our hearts and avoid the hypocrisy before it develops strong in us. 
 
Matthew 23 becomes a very pure chapter in living purely before God. The ways that they went wrong are the 
ways in which will have a tendency to go wrong. It’s a very important chapter. Don’t blow it off as a historical 
rebuke of the Pharisees. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


