A Master Like No Other #7

“Flunking a Test of Faith”

Matthew 15:29-16:12
Last Sunday we considered an individual in the life of Christ who passed a test of faith. What was remarkable about this story was the person involved: a Canaanite woman (strikes one and two) living in the Gentile region of Phoenicia (strike three). Today we will pick up the account of Matthew and discover no less than three instances of flunking a test of faith. And we may be just as amazed as last week when we see who failed.

They Suffered from Short Memory 

Last week we considered an event in the life of Jesus that took place “in the region of Tyre and Sidon,” Gentile territory north of Galilee. Now Matthew 15:29 tells us that Jesus and His disciples went “along the Sea of Galilee…on a mountainside and sat down.” At first glance we might think He returned to Jewish territory, but Mark’s record of this same occasion provides more details. Mark 7:31 says that Jesus came to Decapolis (meaning “ten cities”), Gentile country to the east of the sea. Thus Jesus came down from Phoenicia to the eastern side of the Sea of Galilee, thus remaining in Gentile territory.
 By going to Decapolis, Jesus avoided the territory ruled by Herod Antipas (who killed John the Baptist), and stayed in the jurisdiction of Herod Philip.

When the news spread that He was in the area, many afflicted with illnesses and disabilities were brought and laid at His feet. Although He had sought seclusion and an opportunity to teach His disciples, Jesus’ compassionate nature would not refuse meeting the needs of the crowd. Here is another case where Gentile crowds are taught and cared for, healed and shown the signs of the Messiah’s presence as prophesied long ago in Isaiah 35, just as Jews had been earlier on.
 That the multitude praised and glorified “the God of Israel” is a further indication that they were not Israelites, but Gentiles.

The crowd, numbering 4,000 men (with women and children the total could have exceeded 10,000), stayed with Jesus on the mountatinside for three days. They had used up their own supplies of food. Jesus’ compassion led Him to feed them, as He had done for the larger crowd on the other side of the Sea of Galilee. It is worth noting that the first motive for this miracle was simply the meeting of human needs. The people had already seen His miracles and glorified God, so the miracle was not for the purpose of preaching a sermon or authenticating His ministry.
 There is a lesson for us here—we do not always need to preach or evangelize to share the love of Christ to a lost and dying world.
Some critics complain that Matthew and Mark (the only gospels to record the feeding of the 4,000) are spinning the earlier miraculous feeding for dramatic effect. Yet the Bible clearly regards the two incidents as distinct: the numbers of people are different in the two incidents, as are the quantities of food and the amounts left over; the people in this incident had been with Jesus for three days whereas in the earlier incident only onwe day had passed; and the times appear to be different, the earlier feeding being when the grass was green, that is, in spring, while here there is no mention of grass and the ground appears to be hard; in other words, it is late summer.﻿
 Even the Greek word for “basket” is different in each account. In the feeding of the five thousand the baskets were called kophinoi; in the feeding of the four thousand they are called sphurides. The kophinos was a narrow-necked, flask-shaped basket with which Jews often carried his own food, to avoid food which had been touched by Gentile hands and was therefore unclean. The sphuris was much more like a hamper; it could be big enough to carry a man, and it was a kind of basket that a Gentile would use.
 Furthermore, the fact that these are two separate miraculous feedings is ultimately clarified by the distinction that Christ made between them in Matthew 16:9-10.

What amazes me is not the miracle, but how the Twelve were so perplexed when they should have been thinking, “Jesus is able to multiply loaves and fish, so we have no need to worry!” Maybe they thought He would not perform that kind of a miracle in Gentile territory.
 At any rate, the disciples failed this test of faith.

I think they suffered from a short memory. They were so caught up in the moment that they failed to remember the Lord’s greatness of the past! Yet is it not like us? We see some marvelous display of the Lord’s power, and yet we are full of doubts when we are thrown into another situation of need that casts us back on him. We simply do not expect him to act that way a second time! Lack of trust often springs from forgetfulness of past blessings.
 Perhaps that forgetfulness stems from a lack of gratitude when God does work in a special way.

They Suffered from Scriptural Meagerness 

Moving on into Matthew 16, we see another group who flunked a test of faith. We read in verses 1-4,

The Pharisees and Sadducees came to Jesus and tested him by asking him to show them a sign from heaven. He replied,  “When evening comes, you say, ‘It will be fair weather, for the sky is red,’ and in the morning, ‘Today it will be stormy, for the sky is red and overcast.’ You know how to interpret the appearance of the sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times. A wicked and adulterous generation looks for a miraculous sign, but none will be given it except the sign of Jonah.” Jesus then left them and went away.

The final verse of Matthew 15 records, “After Jesus had sent the crowd away, he got into the boat and went to the vicinity of Magadan.” They returned to the Jewish side of the Sea of Galilee. Now the emphasis shifts from Jesus’ followers to His foes. We may recognize the Pharisees and the Sadducees as opponents of Jesus, but they were also opponents of each other. William Barclay points out, 

Hostility, like necessity, makes strange bedfellows. It is an extraordinary phenomenon to find a combination of the Pharisees and Sadducees. They stood for both beliefs and policies which were diametrically opposed. It would have been well-nigh impossible to find two more different sects and parties; and yet they came together in their envenomed desire to eliminate Jesus. All error has this in common—that it is hostile to Christ.

It would be like, in our day, saying that the Democrats and Republicans joined forces to do…well, anything! Unheard of! The only time in recent history that happened was after the attacks on September 11, 2001, when instead of being Democrats and Republicans, for a brief time our politicians were Americans. That didn’t last very long.

The bringing together of these two opposing forces against Jesus displays how much they feared and hated Him. The Pharisees, the conservative ritualists of the day, and the Sadducees, the liberal rationalists of ancient Israel, both saw in Jesus a threat to the status quo, so they joined forces to oppose Him.

They came to Jesus and demanded “a sign from heaven.” We might wonder, “How many more signs do these people need? Jesus has been performing miracles left and right!” But the Greek word translated sign here means much more than simply a miracle or a demonstration of power. It means “a wonder by which one may recognize a person or confirm who he is.” This was neither the first time nor the last time they made such a request. Three times previously and once to come the Jewish leaders demanded Jesus to perform a spectacular miracle on demand. Each time He refused—not because He could not do it, but because He knew that miracles do not convince people of sin or give a desire for salvation. Miracles will give confirmation where there is faith, but not where there is willful unbelief.

Jesus replied by quoting a popular saying of that time: “When evening comes, you say, ‘It will be fair weather, for the sky is red,’ and in the morning, ‘Today it will be stormy, for the sky is red and overcast.’” This idea is still around today. I learned it as, “Red sky at night, sailor’s delight; red sky at morning, sailor take warning.” But when it came to truly significant matters they were clueless! John MacArthur comments,

Their limited, primitive, non-scientific knowledge of meteorology exceeded their spiritual discernment! As little as they knew about predicting the weather, they were better weathermen than they were discerners. They had no ability to distinguish the “signs of the times”—the great spiritual realities that were unfolding right before their eyes!

It is interesting that this is the only New Testament occurrence of the phrase “signs of the times,” often used today in relation to future predictions, but here referring to discerning the significance of Jesus’ present earthly ministry.
 As John Phillips writes, 
The times were alive with signs. Day after day, week after week, month after month, the Lord had performed signs and wonders and miracles without number. He had healed the sick, opened the eyes of the blind, made the dumb speak and the lame walk, cleansed lepers, and cast out demons. He had turned water into wine, stilled the storm, walked on waves, and fed hungry multitudes. No case had been too hard for Him. He had even raised the dead. When in all of history had there been so many marvelous signs?

Furthermore, when Jesus came into the world some two thousand years ago, His coming had been so minutely foretold that we wonder how anyone could fail to recognize Him when He came. As someone has said, “Jesus came into the world with so many identification tags on Him that it seems no one could miss recognizing Him as the promised Messiah when He finally came.” His coming had been foretold in hundreds of prophecies, His ministry heralded by John the Baptist and evidenced by all the signs the prophets had foretold. It seems that the theologians of that day should immediately have recognized this One, whose coming was the theme of all the Old Testament prophecies and Scriptures. The prophets had foretold the tribe from which He would come, the line of His genealogy, the place where He would be born in Bethlehem and even prophesied His virgin birth. Yet, when He came, they missed Him entirely.

So Jesus refused their request, indicating that only “the sign of Jonah” would be given to them. What did He mean by that? Jesus had mentioned the sign of Jonah before, in Matthew 12. This was the sign of His upcoming death, burial, and resurrection.

These Jewish leaders suffered from scriptural meagerness. Their unbelief was not because of a lack of evidence, but because of an absence of spiritual perception, a deadness of heart.
 The Pharisees in particular spent their lives studying God’s Word, but they never allowed God’s Word to take hold of them. They had all the resources available to them, yet they flunked the test of faith.

They Suffered from Shallow Mindset

Now we return to the disciples, who were given, as it were, a make-up test since they had failed so miserably earlier. Verses 5-12 record,

When they went across the lake, the disciples forgot to take bread. “Be careful,” Jesus said to them. “Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” 

They discussed this among themselves and said, “It is because we didn’t bring any bread.” 

Aware of their discussion, Jesus asked, “You of little faith, why are you talking among yourselves about having no bread? Do you still not understand? Don’t you remember the five loaves for the five thousand, and how many basketfuls you gathered? Or the seven loaves for the four thousand, and how many basketfuls you gathered? How is it you don’t understand that I was not talking to you about bread? But be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”  Then they understood that he was not telling them to guard against the yeast used in bread, but against the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees.

After the miraculous three-day healing ministry followed by feeding multiple thousands with a small lunch and the showdown with the Jewish leaders, Jesus and the disciples took a boat across the Sea of Galilee. At some point (whether at sea or on the opposite shore) the disciples discovered that they had forgotten to bring food with them (Mark records they had one loaf between all of them). 

In the midst of this conundrum Jesus speaks. “Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” It is not clear whether Jesus deliberately used their concern with literal bread to introduce his warning on metaphorical “leaven,” or whether the two subjects were quite unconnected, and confused only because of the disciples’ preoccupation with their physical need.
 Either way, they suffered from a shallow mindset. They were so caught up in the immediate, temporary, physical situation that they could not perceive ultimate, eternal, spiritual truth. 

This is certainly not the first time we read of this. Often in the ministry of Jesus, people misconstrued His words by interpreting them literally rather than spiritually. Nicodemus thought that Jesus was talking about an actual physical birth, and the Samaritan woman thought He was referring to material water from the well. The Jewish crowd in the synagogue thought Jesus was speaking about eating actual flesh and blood when He was describing a spiritual experience.

But these were the disciples! These were the men who were with Jesus 24/7. They heard Him teach. They saw the miracles. They knew about the Kingdom of God that had come to earth. And yet they flunked the test of faith! (Well, Jesus said of them, “You of little faith,” so maybe they snuck by with a D-.)

Notice that Jesus did not rebuke them for a lack of understanding but rather for a lack of faith—a shortcoming in that most important aspect of being disciples, trust in the Master. Faith is the critically important thing.
 First, they should not have been worrying about food; He had already shown His ability to provide for their needs in abundance. Second, they were rebuked for their lack of spiritual insight; they should have understood that the leaven referred to the doctrine of unbelief taught by Christ’s enemies. Jesus sought to instruct His disciples in the spiritual significance of the events of His life, and the disciples seemed slow to learn the lessons.

Now before we come down too hard on the disciples and the Jewish leaders of Jesus’ day, we must admit that we often flunk the tests of faith in similar ways. How often do we suffer from a short memory—failing to recall the goodness and faithfulness of God in the past when we confront a present challenge? How many times do we fall short of recognizing God’s hand at work because we suffer from scriptural meagerness? Or we miss what He is trying to say to us because we suffer from a shallow mindset, so stuck in the here-and-now that we cannot comprehend the spiritual and eternal?

What can we do about these failures? To borrow the old Boy Scout’s motto, we must be prepared. Just as the student in school studies for an exam, so we must prepare ourselves for the tests of faith that will certainly come our way! We may not know the exact nature of the tests—just as the school student may not know the exact questions on the exam—but we can prepare ourselves to combat these failures we see in this text.

First, to counteract a short memory, be thankful. Recognize when God is at work in your life and give Him praise. When you experience the hand of God—whether in big ways or small—don’t chalk it up to “good luck” or “fate” or your own powers. Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18, “Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.” Thanksgiving should not occur only on the fourth Thursday in November for the Christian! We should regularly heed the message of that hymn, “Count Your Blessings.” 

Second, to counteract a scriptural meagerness, be thorough. The Pharisees and Sadducees should have been the most knowledgeable of the Scriptures and most ready for the coming of the Messiah. But they were Jesus’ greatest opponents! They could not see the hand of God at work in front of them, because they had their own preconceived ideas getting in the way. Be like the Christians of Acts 17:11, about whom Luke wrote, “Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.” Maybe if we had more of that going on, we would have fewer churchgoers drifting into cults and false teachings! We would also be less apt to misinterpret what is going on in our world, leading us to stress and worry.

Third, to counteract a shallow mindset, be thoughtful. By that I do not mean to be considerate, though that is a good thing. I mean we need to get back to thinking! Too many Americans today don’t know how to think, because we let computers and machines think for us. We tend to do “just enough to get by,” and we’re told that too much thinking is unhealthy or something. Hogwash! Take time and think about what you read in the Bible or hear from the pulpit. Go beyond the surface, dig deep! We read in 1 Corinthians 2:10-14,

The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God. For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man's spirit within him? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us. This is what we speak, not in words taught us by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words. The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.

I know this will take time and mental energy, but you will find it a worthwhile investment! And we will be better prepared for those tests of faith that appear like pop quizzes throughout our lives. 
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