A Savior Like No Other #5

“Questions and Accusations”

Matthew 22:15-23:39
Press conferences have become a common part of our culture. Whenever one wants to make an announcement or address a situation, he or she may call a press conference, inviting members of the news media to come and hear the statement. Often the reporters are invited to ask questions following the delivery of the declaration. How news worthy the announcement is can be measured by how many reporters show up.

President John Kennedy popularized the press conference as a way to deliver official statements on policy and to respond to world events. He had a good relationship with the press, and the questions and answers following the main statement reflected the president’s wit and the reporter’s respect. Following the debacles of Viet Nam and Watergate, however, the relationship between the White House and the press soured, and press conferences became more adversarial in nature. “Questions and answers” became “questions and accusations” more often than not.

Though they were not televised, nor were the questioners members of the ancient news media, Jesus faced what historian Paul Maier calls His “final press conferences”
 in the last week of His life. The Gospels record several pointed exchanges between Jesus and the Jewish leadership, both the Pharisees and Sadducees. The aim of the questioners was not to honestly ask for Jesus’ opinions on a variety of topics, though; they were out to discredit One whom they thought was a false prophet.

In our study of the life and ministry of Jesus, we will cover a passage of Scripture that is far too long to go into great detail. Sermons could be preached on each one of these confrontations, but my goal in this message is to demonstrate the overall strategy of Jesus’ enemies and how the Master responded. Matthew uses the phrase, “the same day” in Matthew 21:23 to emphasize to the reader that the whole sequence of debate from 21:23-23:39 forms a complete whole, in the light of which each individual argument is to be understood.

To set the stage, remember that on Sunday of this week Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey, hailed as the King, the Son of David, who had come to save His people. The next day Jesus came back to the Temple and drove out the merchants and moneychangers in dramatic fashion. 

News of this scene cut the priestly establishment to the quick. While one day’s loss was not that significant, Jesus was setting a precedent that might well rouse the rabble to future assaults on the Temple and disrupt worship and sacrifice. He would have to be dealt with—immediately. 

But how? Arresting Him by daylight was not feasible because of His popularity with the people. Jesus was even showing up at the Temple on a daily basis, teaching crowds that listened to him for hours at a time. But precisely here he might be vulnerable, the Pharisees surmised. If he could be tripped up in his words or defeated in argument before the multitude—proved to be a false prophet—then his popularity would vanish.

Throughout his ministry Jesus often came into conflict with the religious establishment, especially the Pharisees, for they were deeply interested in religious matters and felt that Jesus was destroying the very basis of their divinely established religion. The Sadducees were also opposed to Jesus, but more from political motives (though, of course, they objected to his religious teaching as well).

The Baited Ruses

The Jewish leaders thought they could embarrass Jesus with baited ruses posed as questions. Matthew 22:15 displays this tactic: “Then the Pharisees went out and laid plans to trap him in his words.” We might say that the Pharisees were up to bat first.

They sent their disciples to him along with the Herodians. “Teacher,” they said, “we know you are a man of integrity and that you teach the way of God in accordance with the truth. You aren’t swayed by men, because you pay no attention to who they are. Tell us then, what is your opinion? Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar or not?” 

The first attempt to trap Jesus was political. Matthew mentions both Pharisees and Herodians (a term not found outside the New Testament), two groups who would usually find themselves on opposite ends of a political argument. The Herodians would support the family of Herod the Great who ruled with the backing of Rome. The Pharisees, not usually noted for political activity, would not have supported Gentile rule over Israel.

Taxation was a hot topic then as it has been throughout history, even to today. Remember that the American Revolution against Britain had a lot to do with “taxation without representation.” Josephus records that in ad 6 Judas of Galilee led a revolt against the first Roman procurator because he took a census for tax purposes.

The tax (the Greek is singular) mentioned is specifically the poll-tax levied on all Jews and paid direct to Rome. There were other indirect taxes on sales, customs, etc., but this tax was the primary mark of their political subjection to a foreign power.
 Paying the poll tax was the most obvious sign of submission to Rome. Zealots claimed the poll tax was a God-dishonoring badge of slavery to the pagans. The trap, then, put Jesus into the position where he would either alienate a major part of the population or else lay himself open to a charge of treason.
 (We will get to Jesus’ replies to each in a moment.)

Next up were the Sadducees, who were the aristocratic, high-priestly party, strongly opposed to the Pharisees and probably gratified that they were unable to trap Jesus. But they were also strongly opposed to Jesus and the growing enthusiasm around Him.
 So they take their turn trying to trip up Jesus. Reading from Matthew 22:23-28,

That same day the Sadducees, who say there is no resurrection, came to him with a question. “Teacher,” they said, “Moses told us that if a man dies without having children, his brother must marry the widow and have children for him. Now there were seven brothers among us. The first one married and died, and since he had no children, he left his wife to his brother. The same thing happened to the second and third brother, right on down to the seventh. Finally, the woman died. Now then, at the resurrection, whose wife will she be of the seven, since all of them were married to her?”
They begin by citing the Mosaic levirate law outlined in Deuteronomy 25:5-6. Understand that Pharisees believed in a resurrection from the dead, basing their belief in part on Isaiah 26:19 and Daniel 12:2. But Sadducees did not believe in a resurrection: both body and soul, they held, perish at death. Though this case could have happened, it is probably hypothetical, fabricated to confound Pharisees and others who believed in resurrection. Their question presupposes that resurrection life is an exact counterpart to earthly life; and if so, the resurrected woman would be guilty of multiple marriages in the life to come or would be arbitrarily designated the wife of one of the brothers. And if so, which one? Or—and this is the answer the Sadducees pressed for—the whole notion of resurrection is absurd.
 The second baited ruse was preposterous in nature, not unlike the question, “Can God create a boulder so large He cannot move it?” Clearly this question was designed to ridicule Jesus rather than to obtain information.
 Sometimes it is best to simply ignore such questions, though we will consider Jesus’ response to this one in a moment.

We read of a third attempt in Matthew 22:34-36, 

Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”

Rather than posing a political or a preposterous question, this falls into the realm of the philosophical. Of all the 613 commandments in the Law, which is the greatest? This was a hotly debated question by rabbis in Jesus’ day, and proposed answers varied.
 From the form of the question we might be ready to think it was a genuine quest for information, but since Matthew expressly says that the lawyer was testing him we must view this as another attempt to entrap Jesus by causing argument and controversy no matter what answer He gave.
 Don’t be surprised if you face similar traps by others.

The Brilliant Responses

To this trio of trick questions, Jesus provided brilliant responses. We can learn from His answers.

To the political question of paying taxes, Jesus provides a balanced answer. Like the best of teachers, He was not above using visual aids. Calling for a coin, He asked whose image and inscription it bore. At the expected answer He merely replied, “Then render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” 

Often people will try to impale us with questions that force us to take one extreme approach or the other. I have discovered that, in most cases, both extremes are wrong and the truth is found somewhere in the middle. When I am asked, “Is it this or that?” I will many times answer, “Yes!” Rarely is one extreme view completely right while the other is absolutely wrong. Look for truth in the balance between extremes.

To the preposterous question of the woman marrying seven brothers, Jesus gave a biblical answer, found in verses 29-32, 

Jesus replied, “You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God. At the resurrection people will neither marry nor be given in marriage; they will be like the angels in heaven. But about the resurrection of the dead—have you not read what God said to you, ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? He is not the God of the dead but of the living.” 

Preposterous questions usually flow from ignorance. Jesus points out this failure of the Sadducees on two levels: they did not know the Scriptures in principle nor in practice. It is one thing to be able to quote passages that one thinks support one’s preconceived position and quite another to understand and follow the teaching of Scripture.
 For those who supposedly represented the religious leadership of the nation, this was a stinging reprimand.

In His answer, Jesus appealed to the Scriptures, but not the usual verses used by the Pharisees to support their belief in resurrection and eternal life. He knew that the Sadducees only accepted the first five books of Moses—the Torah—as binding. While He does not endorse such a view, He uses a verse from Exodus 3:6—very much within their own accepted Scriptures—“I am the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob.”  (This would be similar to using a Jehovah’s Witness’ own perversion of the Bible to demonstrate the Jesus truly is God!) Preposterous questions try to cloud the real issue, but by returning to the Word of God we can stay on track.

To the philosophical question of the greatest commandment, Jesus gave a basic answer. We read in verses 37-40,

Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.”

Philosophical questions often try to distract the mind from themes of major importance to trivialities of minor interest. In this case, Jesus had 613 possible answers to their question! He may have been tempted to take an obscure verse from the Scriptures in order to dazzle them with His insight and creativity.

Instead, Jesus sticks with the basics. He Jesus first quotes Deuteronomy 6:5, coming from the most familiar text for any Jew, called the Shema in Hebrew, to love God with all of one’s being. Not content with that, though, Jesus adds Leviticus 19:18, to “love your neighbor as yourself.”
 (Does that shock you to find such a verse in the Old Testament—in Leviticus no less?)

We, too, must stick with the basics when critics try to get us off track. Paul warns in Titus 3:9, “But avoid foolish controversies and genealogies and arguments and quarrels about the law, because these are unprofitable and useless.” He illustrates this principle in 1 Timothy 1:3-7,

As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that you may command certain men not to teach false doctrines any longer nor to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies. These promote controversies rather than God’s work—which is by faith. The goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. Some have wandered away from these and turned to meaningless talk. They want to be teachers of the law, but they do not know what they are talking about or what they so confidently affirm. 

Notice the parallels with Matthew 22: The question tried to promote a controversy but Jesus answer focused on love, coming from a pure heart. Verse seven could aptly describe the Pharisees of Jesus’ day: “They want to be teachers of the law, but they do not know what they are talking about or what they so confidently affirm.” It may be tempting for us to become embroiled in minute details of the Bible and the various views others’ take, but we are better served to stick with the basics of our Christian faith.

Matthew 22 ends with Jesus turning the tables on His foes, posing a question of His own: “What do you think about the Christ [or Messiah]? Whose son is he?” Jesus is not asking them about their views on Himself; He asks them about their views of the coming Messiah [whom, they thought, was definitely not Him!] They gave the stock reply, “The son of David,” reflecting the common view of that time that the Messiah would be a political and military leader like King David. Jesus then asked, “How is it then that David, speaking by the Spirit, calls him ‘Lord’? For he says, ‘The Lord said to my Lord: “Sit at my right hand until I put your enemies under your feet.”’ If then David calls him ‘Lord,’ how can he be his son?” Once again, Jesus used the truth of Scripture to reveal their lack of truth.
The chapter concludes in verse 46, “No one could say a word in reply, and from that day on no one dared to ask him any more questions.” Jesus’ enemies may not have been convinced of His answers or that He was the Messiah, but at the very least they were rendered speechless. The attempts to humiliate Jesus before the multitudes had failed. His opponents would now have to use other means.

The Biting Reproof

Jesus, however, was not done with them. Matthew 23 is a biting reproof:

“The teachers of the law and the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat. So you must obey them and do everything they tell you. But do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they preach. They tie up heavy loads and put them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them. 

“Everything they do is done for men to see: They make their phylacteries wide and the tassels on their garments long; they love the place of honor at banquets and the most important seats in the synagogues; they love to be greeted in the marketplaces and to have men call them ‘Rabbi.’ 

“But you are not to be called ‘Rabbi,’ for you have only one Master and you are all brothers. And do not call anyone on earth ‘father,’ for you have one Father, and he is in heaven. Nor are you to be called ‘teacher,’ for you have one Teacher, the Christ. The greatest among you will be your servant. For whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the kingdom of heaven in men’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to.

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over land and sea to win a single convert, and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as you are. 

“Woe to you, blind guides! You say, ‘If anyone swears by the temple, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gold of the temple, he is bound by his oath.’ You blind fools! Which is greater: the gold, or the temple that makes the gold sacred? You also say, ‘If anyone swears by the altar, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gift on it, he is bound by his oath.’ You blind men! Which is greater: the gift, or the altar that makes the gift sacred? Therefore, he who swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it. And he who swears by the temple swears by it and by the one who dwells in it. And he who swears by heaven swears by God’s throne and by the one who sits on it. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more important matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence. Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then the outside also will be clean. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean. In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You build tombs for the prophets and decorate the graves of the righteous. And you say, ‘If we had lived in the days of our forefathers, we would not have taken part with them in shedding the blood of the prophets.’ So you testify against yourselves that you are the descendants of those who murdered the prophets. Fill up, then, the measure of the sin of your forefathers! 

“You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell?”
Jesus forcefully handed down what could very well be the sharpest rebuke recorded in Scripture. Eight times He uttered “woe,” an exclamation used to express deep, anguished sorrow over something grievous. Seven times He called them “scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites.” Five times He called them “blind.” And in this stinging indictment, Jesus spelled out a detailed catalog of sins that had been plainly evident for years but had gone unchecked for fear of retribution. But no more. The true Messiah had come to take His stand for truth in the place where truth was being trampled.

This did not lead to a change of heart within the Pharisees and Saduccees, as we might expect. If anything, His scathing denunciation of their hypocrisy signed His death warrant.
 They were all the more determined to silence this Galilean troublemaker once and for all. If it took dealing with the Romans, or even one of His own followers, so be it. The refrain from this point on among the Jewish leaders was, “Jesus must die!”
You may not face opposition quite that hostile, but do not be surprised if you are confronted with the kinds of questions and accusations like Jesus did here. The inquiries may be political, preposterous, or philosophical, but they will all be tricky. These folks don’t want the truth…they want to see you twist in the wind. 

Whenever possible, respond with the truth. Give answers that are balanced, biblical, and basic. Don’t be fooled into going down a dark alley theologically; remember they’re not after the truth, they’re after your embarrassment. Don’t give them that satisfaction. Just stick with the truth.

�Paul L. Maier, First Easter (San Francisco: Harper & Row, ©1973).


�Ibid.


�R. T. France, Matthew: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1985).


�Maier, op. cit.


�Leon Morris, The Gospel according to Matthew, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Leicester, UK: Wm. B. Eerdmans; InterVarsity Press, ©1992).


�France, op. cit.


�D. A. Carson, “Matthew,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Matthew, Mark, Luke, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1984).


�France, op. cit.


�Carson, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Carson, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Carson, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Maier, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Carson, op. cit.


�Maier, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Jesus: The Greatest Life of All, Great Lives from God’s Word (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©2008).


�John Phillips, Exploring the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, ©1999).





PAGE  
7

