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The	conflict	
between	Jesus	
and	the	religious	
elite	has	been	
smoldering	
throughout	the	
narrative	of	
Matthew’s	gospel.



In	some	of	Jesus’	miracle	stories,	some	of	the	scribes	have
• Accused	him	of	blaspheming	(9:3)
• Pharisees	accuse	him	of	conspiring	with	Satan	(9:34)
• His	table	fellowship	with	sinners	is	criticized	(9:10-13)
• Failure	to	fast	distinguishes	them	from	Pharisees	(9:14)

• These	stories	reveal	Jesus’	messianic	character.		So	also,	do	
they	reveal	the	rupture	he	causes	in	Israel.		The	disciples	
witness	it	firsthand;	Jesus’	experience	foreshadows	the	
hostility	and	resistance	they	will	encounter	later.



Controversy	Stories
These	controversy	stories	built	around	a	point	of	conflict,	often	
between	Jesus	and	the	Pharisees,	Sadducees,	or	scribes.
• The	conflict	may	arise	out	of	something	Jesus	or	the	disciples	
had	said	or	done.
• Out	of	these	controversies,	Jesus’	mission	would	be	revealed	or	
clarified.
• Often,	the	story	would	conclude	with	a	pronouncement	that	
provided	the	theological	point	of	the	story.

A	Critical	Introduction	to	the	New	Testament	-Carl	Holladay



When	Jesus	sat	at	table	with	
Matthew,	other	tax	collectors	
and	sinners,	“the	Pharisees	saw	
this,	[and]	said	to	his	disciples,	
‘Why	does	your	teacher eat	
with	tax	collectors	and	
sinners?’”	9:11



Interpretation,	A	Bible	Commentary	for	Teaching	and	Preaching:	Luke
Fred	Craddock

• Table	Fellowship	implied	full	acceptance.
• Table	fellowship	and	Sabbath	observance	were	identifying	markers	
of	their	community,	struggling	to	maintain	identity	among	foreign	
influence.
• The	designation	of	‘sinner’	did	not	imply	personal	opinion	about	
someone’s	lifestyle.		It	was	a	term	for	those	whose	breach	of	the	
Mosaic	law	was	acknowledged	in	the	community.		Their	violations	
were	publicly	recognized	and	they	would	have	been	excluded	from	
the	synagogue.



Interpretation,	A	Bible	Commentary	for	Teaching	and	Preaching:	Luke	
Fred	Craddock

• The	centrality	of	the	synagogue	in	the	community	deemed	the	
sinner	an	outcast.
• Jesus’	failure	to	observe	the	cultural	convention	of	distinguishing	
between	good	and	bad	people	seemed	dangerous	to	the	moral	
and	religious	framework	of	the	community.
• Jesus	addresses	this	criticism	by	preaching	that	the	Kingdom	of	
God/Heaven	is	open	to	all.		The	Pharisees	are	invited	to	share	in	
the	joy	of	heaven	over	sinners	who	come	to	the	Father.



In	the	12th
chapter,	the	
tension	between	
Jesus	and	the	
religious	elite	
has	burst	open	
with	face	to	face	
conflict.



• In	Chapter	12,	when	Jesus’	
disciples	pick	heads	of	grain	and	
eat	them	on	the	Sabbath,	the	
Pharisees	accuse	Jesus	of	
violating	the	Sabbath.		Jesus	
proclaims	that	one	greater	than	
the	temple	is	here,	for	the	Son	of	
Man	is	Lord	of	the	Sabbath.		He	
reminded	them	for	the	second	
time	in	Matthew’s	gospel,	to	
consider	God’s	words,	“I	desire	
mercy,	not	sacrifice.”		(Hosea	6:6)



Jesus	heals	a	man	with	a	
shriveled	hand	at	the	
synagogue	and	the	
Pharisees	castigate	him	for	
healing	on	the	Sabbath.	
Jesus	replies	that	it	is	
lawful	to	do	good	on	the	
Sabbath.

And	the	Pharisees	went	out	
and	plotted	how	they	
might	kill	Jesus.



Jesus	heals	a	blind,	mute	demoniac.	The	Pharisees	attribute	this	miracle	to	
the	power	of	Beelzebul to	explain	away	Jesus’	power	to	the	crowds	amazed	
by	what	they	had	witnessed.	



Jesus	explains:
1) Satan	would	not	rid	the	world	of	demonic	agents
2) Jesus	is	overcoming	these	spirits	through	the	Spirit	of	God.
3) If	true,	then	Jesus’	claim	that	God’s	Kingdom	is	near	(4:17)	

must	also	be	true
4) If	Jesus	is	robbing	Satan	of	those	he	has	enslaved,	someone	

must	have	tied	him	up	and	curtailed	his	power.
5) Jesus	drives	out	demons	by	the	Spirit	of	God,	and	that	is	

proof	that	the	kingdom	of	God	has	come	upon	them.



Jesus	says	that	those	
who	are	not	with	him	
are	against	him	and	
warns	that	anyone	
who	blasphemes	
against	the	Holy	Spirit	
would	not	be	forgiven	
in	this	age	or	the	age	
to	come.



33“Either	make	the	tree	
good,	and	its	fruit	
good;	or	make	the	tree	
bad,	and	its	fruit	bad;	
for	the	tree	is	known	
by	its	fruit.	34 You	
brood	of	vipers!	How	
can	you	speak	good	
things,	when	you	are	
evil?	For	out	of	the	
abundance	of	the	heart	
the	mouth	speaks.		35
The	good	person	brings	
good	things	out	of



a	good	treasure,	and	the	
evil	person	brings	evil	
things	out	of	an	evil	
treasure.	36 I	tell	you,	on	
the	day	of	judgment	you	
will	have	to	give	an	account	
for	every	careless	word	you	
utter;	37 for	by	your	words	
you	will	be	justified,	and	by	
your	words	you	will	be	
condemned.”



It	is	not	what	goes	into	the	mouth	that	
defiles	a	person,	but	what	comes	out	of	
the	mouth,	that	defiles.	15:11
But	what	comes	out	of	the	mouth	
proceeds	from	the	heart,	and	this	is	what	
defiles.		15:18
The	Pharisees	are	hypocrites	who	
somehow	‘speak	good’	although	they	are	
evil.

The	overflow	of	
the	heart	spills	
out	of	the	
mouth.	Good	is	
stored	up	in	
good	men.	Evil	is	
stored	up	in	evil	
men.



The	Sign	of	Jonah
38 Then	some	of	the	scribes	and	
Pharisees	said	to	him,	“Teacher,	we	
wish	to	see	a	sign	from	you.”	39 But	
he	answered	them,	“An	evil	and	
adulterous	generation	asks	for	a	
sign,	but	no	sign	will	be	given	to	it	
except	the	sign	of	the	prophet	
Jonah.		



40 For	just	as	Jonah	was	three	days	and	three	nights	
in	the	belly	of	the	sea	monster,	so	for	three	days	
and	nights	the	Son	of	Man	will	be	in	the	heart	of	
the	earth.	41 The	people	of	Nineveh	will	rise	up	at	
the	judgment	with	this	generation	and	condemn	it,	
because	they	repented	at	the	proclamation	of	
Jonah,	and	see,	something	greater	than	Jonah	is	
here!	



• The	religious	elite	request	a	sign	from	
Jesus	to	verify	his	divine	authority,	but	
their	request	is	hypocritical.		They	
already	mean	to	kill	him.
• Jesus	has	just	performed	exorcisms,	
which	are	irrefutable	signs	that	God’s	
kingdom	has	come.	(12:28)
• If	he	could	not	perform	a	spectacular	
sign,	the	Pharisees	would	expose	Jesus.		
If	he	did	give	them	a	sign,	they	would	
discredit	him.		They	despised	him	and	
were	determined	to	reject	his	teachings.



• Jesus	rebukes	them	for	their	unbelief,	calling	them	a	
“wicked	and	adulterous	generation.”

• This	is	language	of	Hosea.	Hosea’s	marriage	to	a	
faithless	spouse	is	compared	to	the	faithlessness	of	
Israel	to	her	covenant	with	the	Lord.

• Jesus	describes	the	Pharisees	and	scribes	in	the	same	
terms	Hosea	used,	because	they	refused	to	believe	in	
him	and	chose	to	follow	their	own	ideas.		

• By	doing	so,	they	were	proving	to	be	unfaithful	to	God	
– a	spiritual	adultery.



• The	only	sign	that	Jesus	will	
provide	to	them	is	the	sign	of	
Jonah	– his	own	death	and	
resurrection.

• The	sign	that	the	religious	elite	
sought	would	come	from	their	
own	plot	against	Jesus.



• Jonah	was	thrown	willingly	into	the	
sea,	as	Christ	laid	down	his	life.
• Jonah	saved	those	in	the	boat	by	
being	cast	out	into	the	sea.		Jesus	
saved	the	children	of	men	by	his	
death.
• Jonah	was	cast	up	on	dry	land	after	he	
had	been	in	the	belly	of	the	fish	for	
three	days.		Jesus	rose	again	after	
three	days	in	the	heart	of	the	earth.



• The	men	of	Nineveh	will	stand	up	at	
the	judgment	of	this	generation	and	
condemn	it;	for	they	repented	at	the	
preaching	of	Jonah	and	One	greater	
than	Jonah	is	here.

• The	people	from	Nineveh	had	far	less	
revelation	than	Jesus’	opponents,	but	
they	had	believed	the	word	of	the	
Lord.

• Their	conversion	was	a	
condemnation	for	unbelieving	Israel.



42 The	queen	of	the	South	
will	rise	up	at	the	judgment	
with	this	generation	and	
condemn	it,	because	she	
came	from	the	ends	of	the	
earth	to	listen	to	the	wisdom	
of	Solomon,	and	see,	
something	greater	than	
Solomon	is	here!



• The	Queen	of	Sheba	became	a	believer	
after	receiving	Solomon’s	answer	to	her	
question.	

• A	woman	from	another	nation,	not	an	
Israelite,	had	little	information,	other	than	
the	wisdom	of	God	spoken	by	this	king.		

• Her	presence	in	the	kingdom	will	also	
condemn	Israel.

• If	she	could	believe	after	a	short	visit,	how	
much	more	should	the	Pharisees	have	
believed	after	hearing	Jesus’	words	and	
witnessing	his	works?



The	Writings	of	the	New	Testament	-Luke	T.	Johnson

• Jesus	is	the	personification	of	Torah.
• Jesus	makes	astounding	claims	of	authority.	“You	have	heard	it	said,	but	
I	say	to	you	.	.	.”		Such	language	asserts	a	virtual	equality	with	Torah.
• In	the	midst	of	the	controversy,	Jesus	claims	to	be	greater	than	the	
temple	(12:6),	greater	than	Jonah	(12:41),	and	greater	than	Solomon	
(12:42).
• Jesus	is	greater	than	the	three	parts	of	the	Torah:		Law,	Prophets	and	
Writings



Jesus	says,	“Come	to	me	all	who	labor	and	are	heavily	burdened	
and	I	will	give	you	rest.		Take	my	yoke	upon	you,	and	learn	from	
me,	for	I	am	gentle	and	lowly	in	heart,	and	you	will	find	rest	for	
your	souls,	for	my	yoke	is	easy	and	my	burden	is	light.”

• Because	he	is	gentle	and	lowly,	Jesus	personifies	membership	
in	God’s	kingdom.	(5:3)

• As	Torah	revealed	God’s	will,	so	Jesus	reveals	the	Father	to	
whom	he	wishes.	(11:27)

• In	contrast	to	scribes	and	Pharisees,	the	“wise”	from	whom	the	
revelation	is	hidden	(11:25),	Jesus	gives	a	light	burden.

• His	“yoke”	corresponds	exactly	to	the	symbol	of	Torah	as



• “yoke	of	the	kingdom.”
• As	the	Pharisees	looked	to	Torah	to	learn	God’s	ways,	so	those	
whom	Jesus	calls	are	“to	learn	from	me.”
• The	commandment,	that	above	all	defined	Jews	in	society	was	
the	Sabbath	observance,	which	was	regarded	as	participation	
in	God’s	own	Sabbath	rest;	however,	learning	from	Jesus	
brings	rest	for	the	soul.
• Finally,	the	Shekinah	was	said	to	dwell	among	even	2	or	3	who	
studied	Torah	together.		Here	Jesus	tells	his	community	in	
18:20	“When	2	or	3	are	gathered	in	my	name,	then	I	am	in	the	
midst	of	them.”
• In	Matthew’s	gospel,	Jesus	is	teacher	of	Torah,	fulfillment	of	
Torah,	and	the	personification	of	Torah.



The	Return	of	the	Unclean	Spirit

43 “When	the	unclean	spirit	has	gone	out	of	a	
person	it	wanders	through	waterless	regions	looking	
for	a	resting	place,	but	it	finds	none.	44 Then	it	says,	
‘I	will	return	to	my	house	from	which	I	came.’	When	
it	comes,	it	finds	it	empty,	swept,	and	put	in	order.	45
Then	it	goes	and	brings	along	seven	other	spirits	
more	evil	than	itself,	and	they	enter	and	live	there;



And	the	last	state	of	that	person	is	worse	than	the	
first.	So	will	it	be	also	with	this	evil	generation.”

The	dry,	arid	desert	places	were	regarded	by	the	Jews	
to	be	the	home	of	unclean	spirits.	(Tobit	8:3	and	
Revelation	18:2)

Jesus	has	been	speaking	of	past	generations	as	
possessed	by	an	unclean	spirit,	and	he	is	comparing	
the	present	generation	of	Israel	as	possessed	by	many	
unclean	spirits.		



The	True	Kindred	of	Jesus
46	While		he	was	still	speaking	to	the	crowds,	his	mother	
and	his	brothers	were	standing	outside,	wanting	to	
speak	to	him.		47 Someone	told	him,	“Look,	your	mother	
and	your	brothers	are	standing	outside,	wanting	to	
speak	to	you.”	48 But	to	the	one	who	told	him	this,	Jesus	
replied,	“Who	is	my	mother	and	who	are	my	brothers?”	
49 And	pointing	to	his	disciples,	he	said,	“	Here	are	my	
mother	and	my	brothers!	50 For	whoever	does	the	will	
of	my	Father	in	heaven	is	my	brother	and	sister	and	
mother.”



This	passage	is	not	
meant	to	
disrespect	or	
alienate	his	own	
family.		Rather,	it	is	
meant	to	be	
inclusive.	



• The	nation	he	had	come	to	save	had	
rejected	him.		His	own	people	were	
rejecting	him,	so	Jesus	was	turning	to	
those	who	would	believe.

• The	true	family	of	Christ	was	not	
unbelieving	Israel,	but	the	believers	
of	all	races.		

• If	the	physical	seed	of	Israel	rejected	
him,	Jesus	would	build	a	new	spiritual	
seed	of	Israel.

• Jesus	used	the	occasion	of	his	
family’s	visit	to	make	this	point.



While	biblical	and	
Jewish	literature	
assume	that	God	
reigns	over	the	
created	world,	they	
still	await	a	future	
and	unmistakable	
manifestation	of	his	
sovereignty.

They	await	God’s	
Kingly	rule	that	
will	effect	justice	
and	righteousness.		

God’s	rule	comes	
with	salvation	for	
those	regarded	as	
righteous	and	
judgment	for	
those	regarded	as	
wicked.



• God’s	rule	is	expected	to	have	
specific,	concrete,	and	visible	
consequences	for	Israel.		
• Its	defining	institutions,	such	as	
the	Mosaic	covenant,	with	Torah	
and	its	requirements	regarding	
purity	and	separation	from	all	that	
is	unclean,	become	intensified.
• The	visions	and	hopes	for	the	
future	carry	with	them	
implications	for	the	present	
ordering	of	Israel’s	life.		

Introducing	the
New	Testament:
Its	Literature	and	
Theology
Paul	Achtemeier
Joel	B.	Green
Marianne	Meye Thompson



• Where,	for	example,	the	future	is	
defined	as	the	renewal	of	the	
covenant,	Israel’s	present	life	is	to	be	
structured	in	such	a	way	that	the	
covenant	is	embodied	in	the	
corporate	life	of	the	community.

• The	boundaries	determining	the	
shape	of	the	Kingdom	of	God	
provide	the	guidelines	for	Israel’s	
present.		

• So,	if	the	kingdom	is	limited	to	Israel	
in	the	future,	it	becomes	important	
to	know	what	or	who	makes	up	
“Israel.”

Introducing	the
New	Testament:
Its	Literature	and	
Theology
Paul	Achtemeier
Joel	B.	Green
Marianne	Meye
Thompson



• Those	who	will	not	be	found	in	Israel’s	
future,	therefore,	have	no	part	in	Israel’s	
present.		
• Those	who	stand	outside	the	boundaries	
of	the	sphere	of	Israel	are	those	who	will	
be	judged,	and	those	who	are	declared	to	
be	righteous	are	those	who	have	faithfully	
lived	out	what	it	means	to	be	the	people	
of	God.
• Jesus’	teaching	about	the	kingdom	of	God	
repeatedly	reshaped	the	frame	of	the	
kingdom	of	God	by	redefining	the	idea	of	
who	qualified	as	‘righteous’	and	‘wicked.’

Introducing	the
New	Testament:
Its	Literature	and	
Theology
Paul	Achtemeier
Joel	B.	Green
Marianne	Meye
Thompson



• Jesus	did	more	than	claim	the	righteous	
would	be	vindicated	and	the	wicked	
punished.		

• He	also	claimed	to	know	who	the	truly	
righteous	were.

• His	conceptions	differed	drastically	from	
the	common	expectations	of	the	day	that	
the	righteous	were	those	within	Israel	who	
guarded	Israel’s	holiness	by	carefully	
observing	those	laws	that	made	Israel	the	
distinctive	people	of	God.



• But	the	true	defilement,	according	to	
Jesus,	comes	from	inside,	not	outside.

• Jesus	pronounced	judgment	on	those	
within	Israel,	particularly	those	in	
positions	of	leadership	and	power	rather	
than	on	Israel’s	Gentile	overloads	or	the	
pagan	nations	surrounding	Israel.

• What	kept	Israel	from	genuinely	living	as	
the	people	of	God	was	an	internal,	not	
external	problem,	which	could	not	be	
solved	by	eliminating	the	Romans.



• Judgment	began	with	the	household	of	
God.
• Like	prophets	of	old,	Jesus	proclaimed	that	
God’s	people	had	a	particular	obligation	to	
live	according	to	God’s	will,	reflecting	the	
character	of	God.	None	of	Jesus’	
contemporaries	would	disagree	in	
principle.
• But	Jesus,	like	the	prophets,	emphasized	
the	moral	requirements	of	the	law		-
justice,	mercy,	and	faith		- were	the	heart	
of	God’s	will	for	Israel	and	were	to	be	the	
identifying	characteristics	of	people	of	the	
kingdom.

 



• Jesus	stood	with	the	prophets	of	
Israel.		

• And	in	so	doing,	he	rejected	a	
program	of	purity	for	Israel,	fleshed	
out	in	different	ways	in	the	covenant	
communities	of	the	Qumran	and	the	
Pharisees.

• Where	their	devotion	to	God	and	the	
law	was	understood	to	require	
careful	observance	of	purity	laws,	
Jesus	taught	that	Israel’s	hope	and	
God’s	will	lay	in	quite	another	
direction.



• The	standards	were	high:	In	Matthew,	Jesus	speaks	of	“a	
righteousness	that	exceeds	that	of	the	scribes	and	
Pharisees”	(5:20)	and	commands	followers	to	“be	perfect	
as	God	is	perfect”	(5:48).
• That	righteousness	is	described	in	terms	of	meekness
(5:3,5)	humility (7:1-5)	mercy (5:7,	18:23-35)	forgiveness
(5:23-25)	generosity (6:2-4)	and	purity	of	heart	(5:8).
• Jesus	pictured	the	kingdom	as	a	great	feast,	in	which	
Abraham	and	Isaac	and	Jacob	would	eat	together	with	
Jesus	and	a	great	host	coming	from	east	and	west.



• The	coming	kingdom	was	to	be	
pictured	primarily	in	terms	of	
fellowship	of	the	faithful	with	each	
other.
• Such	a	hope	was	not	relegated	to	
the	future.

Rather,	Jesus’	table	fellowship	
with	his	disciples	and	with	
others	served	as	an	enacted	
parable	of	the	kingdom	of	God.



• The	relationship	between	Jesus	and	
center	of	Judean	political,	economic,	and	
religious	power	– the	Jerusalem	Temple		-
has	deteriorated.
• The	core	value	of	God’s	holiness	has	been	
violated,	the	temple-based	network	of	
control	weakened,	scriptural	authority	
sullied,	and	strong	purity	concerns	
ignored.		
• Jesus	has	crossed	forbidden	boundaries,	
and	his	standing	with	the	Second	
Temple’s	power	structure	would	be	“dirt	
out	of	place.”

Jesus	and	Marginal	
Women
The	Gospel	of	Matthew	
in	Social-Scientific	
Perspective
Stuart	Love



Social-Religious	Political	Elite Jesus
Political	Locus-
Temple/Jerusalem/Rome	

Network	of	control:
From	the	Jerusalem	Temple	to	Galilee

Social	network	but	not	a	network	of	
control:
Mostly	rural	villages	and	peasants	of	
Galilee

God	of	Israel Core	value:
God’s	holiness
Mission:	maintain	political	control

Core	value:
God’s	mercy
Mission:	inaugurate	Israel’s	theocracy

Structural	Implications Strong	boundaries
Exclusivistic strategy

Weaker	boundaries
Inclusivistic strategy	among	Israelites

Legitimation	in	Scripture Law,	except	Genesis Genesis	and	prophets

Strong	Purity	Concerns Strong	bodily	control
Avoid	public	bodily	contact	with	sick,	
demon-possessed,	bodily	deformed

Weaker	bodily	control
Public,	bodily	contact	with	sick,	demon-
possessed,	bodily	deformed



• God’s	household	is	not	a	bounded	
system.

• Therefore,	it	matters	not	what	social	
disparities	prevail		-- illness,	death,	
gender,	age,	male	agency	or	lack	of	
it.

• The	community,	like	Jesus,	should	be	
committed	to	healing,	the	
restoration	of	life,	and	the	inclusion	
of	all	that	process.

Jesus	and	Marginal	
Women
The	Gospel	of	Matthew	
in	Social-Scientific	
Perspective
Stuart	Love



Jesus	is	demonstrating,	as	well	as	
teaching,	the	Matthean	
community	that	the	gospel	of	the	
kingdom	requires	a	significant	
social	leveling.		All	persons	
belonging	to	Jesus’	surrogate	
household	have	parallel	standing	
because	all	are	recipients	of	the	
God	of	Israel’s	mercy.

Jesus	and	Marginal	
Women
The	Gospel	of	Matthew	
in	Social-Scientific	
Perspective
Stuart	Love



• This	passage	serves	as	a	
transition	to	the	next	
section,	the	parable	stories	
of	chapter	13.
• Jesus	began	to	speak	in	
parables	which	were	
designed	to	hide	things	
about	the	kingdom	from	
the	ones	who	rejected	and	
opposed	him,	but	to	reveal	
things	about	the	kingdom	
to	his	followers.



The	new	kingdom	belongs	to	sinners	who	respond	to	Jesus’	call:
• Those	of	low	social	status,	including	women	and	children
• Those	who	do	not	constitute	‘the	core’	of	Israel
• Those	who	would	not	qualify	for	service	in	priestly	offices

• In	Jesus’	teachings	and	in	his	parables,	Jesus	portrays	the	
kingdom	of	God	as	God	extending	mercy	to	the	poor,	the	
outcast,	and	the	ritually	unclean,	all	people	who	were	
regarded	by	those	who	were	carefully	observant	of	the	law	as	
“outside	the	boundaries.”

• Jesus’	idea	of	the	kingdom	is	turning	Israel	inside	out.


