
For the last several weeks, I’ve preached on the same basic topic: the
identity of Jesus. We learned that Jesus is more than a carpenter’s son
(Matthew 13:53-58) and better than a resurrected prophet (Matthew
14:1-12). He is the compassionate provider (Matthew 14:13-21), the
gracious rescuer (Matthew 14:22-33), and the powerful healer (14:34-
36). All these views of Jesus’ identity culminate in Matthew 16:16.
Here, for the first time, someone properly identifies Jesus as “You are
the Christ, the Son of the living God (16:16).” (Matthew has identified
Jesus as the Christ, but that was the narration, and thus directed
toward the reader. This is dialogue, and indicates the first time in the
book of Matthew that someone in the moment confessed Jesus as the
Christ!)  

Church family, this moment is significant because it brings sense and
meaning to pain and suffering. During Jesus’ day, Jesus brought
meaning to suffering as he cast out demons from the demon
oppressed, healed the lame, blind, mute, and deaf. He brought sense
to suffering when he told a little girl to rise and walk. A woman whom
no one would touch experienced compassionate healing from Jesus
and hungry crowds had their stomachs full because of his mercy.
Through all this suffering, people recognized the greatest truth in the
universe: Jesus is king who brings healing to the broken.
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The same is true today. The terror expressed on the face of Afghani
faces as they do everything to board C17s leaving Kabul. People
thinking that they have better odds of living if they cling to the
landing gear of a giant plane about to ascent tens of thousands of
feet into the air than living in an Afghanistan ruled by the Taliban.
Parents giving their infants away to people leaving the country
because they think that it is better to take the chance of their infant
living alone in a foreign country than remain with them. Reports
from Afghanistan on Friday are horrific: a woman was set on fire for
“bad cooking,” women sent as sex slaves to nearby countries, and
women stolen from homes as prices of war. There are no women on
the streets of Afghanistan right now because they are terrified of
being stolen, killed, and raped. These reports are horrific. Yet, Jesus
brings meaning out of these horrific realities. As many face this
grave pain, many will turn to Jesus and come to trust him as king
since he alone makes sense of brokenness.  

The main idea of this sermon is the culmination of Matthew 1:1-
16:15: who is Jesus? He is the Christ, the Son of the living God. I
hope that as we study this concept together, we would be equipped
to live meaningfully amid immense physical and spiritual needs
today.  

Let’s now investigate this idea together, church family. 

No Faith: Matthew 16:1-4
Matthew has illustrated to us the spiritual condition of the religious
elite before, and he does so again in verses 1-12. They come to Jesus,
not genuinely, but to trap him with a test (1). They ask for a sign
from heaven (1). Now, the Pharisees are not the first people in
Scripture to ask for a sign: Gideon (Judges 6), Hezekiah (2 Kings 20),
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and David (Psalm 86:17) all asked for signs. Moreover, God
commanded King Ahaz to ask for a sign in Isaiah 7. When you look at
Scripture, it is common for God to give his people signs to help
them believe in God’s promises. God gave humanity a sign after the
flood: a bow in the sky (Genesis 9:12). God gave Abraham and his
family the sign of circumcision (Genesis 17). In Egypt, God
performed many signs to show that he was the one true God
(Exodus 1-19). God has even given the church two signs to encourage
our faith: Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. God normally gives signs
to his people to encourage them to believe in his promises. 

Signs are not the problem. The problem rather is the religious elite:
they seek a sign wrongly. You see, signs are meant to encourage
faith, but the religious elite have no faith. Thus, they demand a sign.
It is probably better to understand their request as a demand since
Matthew tells us in verse 1 that their approach is not genuine.
Rather, their request is arrogant and ingenuine: they seek to trap
him (1). The religious elite test Jesus because they do not believe in
him. They have no faith.  

Jesus identifies them as representative of the entire generation: a
wicked and adulterous generation seeks for a sign (4). Thus, Jesus
will not give them a sign except for the sign of Jonah (4). Just as
Jonah was buried in the belly of a fish for three days and was
“brought back to life,” so Jesus will be buried in a tomb and after
three days be resurrected to life (see Matthew 12:38-40). This sign
will be given to the non-believing religious elite. It is a sign hope
amid suffering because Jesus’ death is not the end: he will crush
death three days later. 
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Little Faith: Matthew 16:5-12
The religious elite respond to Jesus without faith, and now, in
verses 5-12, the disciples will respond with little faith. The disciples
and Jesus leave the religious elite to go across the Sea of Galilee but
the disciples forget to bring food (5). Being on a journey without
food is not a good situation. We need food. Without it, we can get
hangry, uncomfortable, sick, and even die. This is a serious
situation. Jesus, therefore, takes this opportunity to warn them of a
metaphorical “leaven.” Yet, the disciples do not understand. They
think Jesus utters this command because they forgot bread (7). This
confusion is none other than a failure to understand Jesus and a
failure to trust Jesus. In verse 8, Jesus identifies them as “you of
little faith” (8). 

We will in these verses at least two ways that the disciples
experience need faithlessly. First, the disciples are focused on their
physical needs so much that they are blind to the more pressing
spiritual need that Jesus addresses. Now, physical suffering matters
a great deal to Jesus. Let’s all realize that physical suffering matters
more to Jesus than to us. As we’ve read Matthew so far, we have
seen countless examples of Jesus caring for the physically broken
and hurting. The disciples lack faith, not because they are
concerned about physical need, but because their concern is so
great that they are blind to a more pressing issue: the spiritual
faithlessness of the religious elite. They are concerned about bread
after just hearing the utterly faithless words of the religious elite
and after seeing Jesus turn his back to them. Yet, this spiritual issue
is eclipsed in the disciples’ minds by the need for bread. 
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I believe that my life has often resembled that of the disciples. We
often live life with tunnel vision focusing on our physical earthly
needs like the need to have Guacamole. We go to the store with a
head down and a heart closed. We head straight to the avocados
without even considering whom we can talk with or invite to
church. We go to the tire shop to get new tires without thinking
about whom we might reach when we go. For many of us, we go out
throughout our day to meet a variety of physical needs and come
back home to our “retreat.” Are we too often bind to the most
pressing spiritual needs around us because we focus too much on
our own physical needs? 

Second, the disciples process their need faithlessly because they fail
to process their physical need properly. The disciples recognize
their need, but they get stuck here. They are unlike the Canaanite
woman who after recognizing her need, remembers Jesus’
character, and does something about it: she pursues Jesus without
any shame. The disciples forgot steps two and three. Yet, Jesus is
compassionate to them. He reminds them of his character and how
he fed the five thousand and the four thousand so that there were
leftovers (9-12). You see, when facing spiritual need, like the
Canaanite woman, we must 1) recognize the need, 2) remember
Jesus’ character, and 3) pursue Jesus. The disciples got stuck at step
1. But by God’s grace, Jesus does for the disciples what they fail to
do: he reminds them of his compassion. 

I know I often act like the disciples. Let’s take Afghanistan, for
example. People have chosen death by clinging to the landing gear
of a plane rather than live under the Taliban. Parents have given
their children up to strangers instead of having them live under the
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Taliban. Taliban soldiers set a woman on Thursday for “bad
cooking” while other women are being taken as prizes of war.
Church family, there is a way to look at this need with “little faith.”
I did this last Sunday afternoon as I began to learn of these events. I
read article after article about the immense need unfolding in
Afghanistan, and in my sadness, I didn’t beg God to care for the
people of Afghanistan, talk about God’s grace with my wife,
remember how God cares more about the broken than I ever have. I
responded in “little faith.” I was unlike the Canaanite woman who
remembered Jesus’ character and pursued him but was like the
disciples who fixed their eyes on their need and forgot Jesus’
character. Still, amid the physical need, I did not consider the most
pressing issue: the spiritual need of the people of Afghanistan. I
responded with “little faith.” 

Thus, the disciples allow their physical need to overshadow a more
pressing spiritual need and amid their physical need, they do not
remember God’s character. Amid the pressing physical and spiritual
needs today, what should we do? First, when confronted with needs
– physical and spiritual, we must rightly prioritize them. Take
seriously the physical but take most seriously the spiritual. Second,
when recognizes the physical and spiritual needs around us, do not
end with step 1, but remember Jesus’ character and pursue him
amid the need. 

The Reason for Faith: Matthew 16:13-20
We have seen how the religious elite had no faith and how the
disciples had little faith. In verses 13-20, we see the reason why we
should have faith even amid the most pressing physical and
spiritual needs. Upon coming to Caesarea Philippi, Jesus asks his
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disciples who people say Jesus is? People are identifying him as a
prophet like John the Baptist, Elijah, or Jeremiah (14), but Jesus
redirects the question. “Who do the disciples say that Jesus is” (15)?
Peter answers, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (16).
This confession represents a turning point in the book of Matthew.
Up until this point, Matthew has surveyed from various angles Jesus’
identity and the conclusions people were drawing about him. Here,
at this moment, for the first time in the book of Matthew, someone
confesses Jesus as the Christ. Now, as already mentioned, Matthew
has called Jesus the Christ on a few occasions, but that was Matthew
narrating events to us. This is dialogue. This, therefore, is real-
time, the first time in Matthew that sometimes identifies Jesus
properly as Christ, the Son of the living God. 

This identification is significant and proves that despite the
pressing physical and most urgent spiritual needs, there is hope.
Jesus peels back the curse because he is the Christ the Son of the
living God. Let’s understand the nature of this confession. First,
Peter identifies Jesus as the Christ. The word “christ” (Greek) and
“messiah” (Hebrew) early in the OT simply referred to a person
anointed with oil for a special task: kings and high priests were
anointed and called “christs/messiahs.” However, as the OT
progressed, this term became a title for an ultimate anointed one
who would be anointed for a special task of restoring God’s people
ultimately. Thus, in Jewish thought leading up to Jesus’ birth, Jews
thought of an ultimate anointed one called the Christ or Messiah.
When Peter identifies Jesus as the Christ, he is identifying him as
the anointed of God with the ultimate task of restoring God’s
people. 
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Second, Peter identifies Jesus as the Son of God. The identification,
Son of God, refers to God’s people in the OT. Adam, Israel, and the
son of David are all called sons of God. Peter’s identification of
Jesus as the Son of God, therefore, indicates that the curse brought
into this world through the these “sons” is being peeled back by
Jesus, the true and better Son. Jesus is the true Son of God who
rewrites our history for us. Where Adam, Israel, and David’s sons
failed, Jesus succeeds. Pain and suffering are coming undone in
Jesus. 

Third, Peter could have just identified Jesus as the Christ, the Son of
God, but he doesn’t. He identifies him as the Son of the living God.
You see amid this life marked by the curse of sin and death, there is
a living God who beacons us to life. Our God breathed out life, holds
life in his hand, and calls us to eternal life. 

Church family, we might ask what is the meaning or sense of our
suffering? What makes sense of the suffering in Afghanistan? Jesus
makes sense of all suffering by crushing the curse at the cross and
empty tomb. He brings sense to this broken world because he is the
Christ, the Son of the living God. 

Jesus’ reply to Peter’s confession in verses 17-20 is significant
because in this reply he explains how the curse will also be peeled
back by Peter and, by extension, all of Jesus’ church. Let’s point out
several important details about Jesus’ reply. First, this confession is
not natural. Jesus says that the Father has revealed this truth to
Peter (17). When looking at the physical and spiritual needs of this
world, it is natural to say that there is no meaning because of sin
and death, but that is wrong. There is meaning, but God must reveal
this truth to us.  
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Second, Jesus’ plan for peeling back the curse depends on Peter.
Jesus plays off the word Peter, which means rock, by saying that “on
this rock” I will build my church (18). The church is in many ways
built on Peter. Historically, when you survey the book of Acts, we
see Peter’s strategic role in the spread of the gospel. He preaches at
Pentecost – approximately 50 days after the resurrection – and the
gospel spreads to Jews and Jewish converts who live among the
nations. Then, he is instrumental in the gospel spreading to Samaria
(Acts 8) and is called by God to preach to Cornelius, a Roman
military officer in Acts 10. Historically, Peter plays a foundational
role in building of the church. Church family, Peter played a
significant role in peeling back the curse. 

Third, the gates of Hades will not overcome Jesus’ church. The gates
of Hades are the place where the dead go in the OT, and Jesus’
statement indicates that death will no longer reign over God’s
people. There is sense amid suffering because we have the
assurance that death does not reign here. Jesus has reversed the
curse for us! 

Fourth, Peter is given the ability to bind and lose things on earth
with authority. Historically, we see this again in the book of Acts as
he declares how the gospel spread to the Gentiles without them first
keeping the law (Acts 11). Through Peter, the gospel advances over
the curse. Church family, we have a strategic role to play in this
universe: we participate with Jesus in peeling back the cruse. Jesus
is the Christ, the son of the living God, and he gives us the privilege
to participate in his work. 
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Conclusion 
Let’s be equipped to peel back the curse of sin and death. We do this
when we prioritize needs and process needs biblically. Let’s do this
together church family as we are confronted with the horrors of
Afghanistan and as we experience personal suffering this week.
Let’s prioritize the most pressing spiritual needs around us, and
when confronted with need in all its forms (physical and spiritual),
let’s process it biblically. 1) We recognize needs; 2) we remember
Jesus’ character, and 3) we pursue Jesus amid our need through
ways such as prayer and living together as a church family. Church
family, let’s live meaningful lives amid pressing spiritual and
physical needs. 

P A G E  1 0  |  M A T T H E W  S E R I E S

Prayer
God, help us to live meaningful lives by trusting in Jesus
and reflecting on Jesus. As we live in a world full of
physical and spiritual needs, help us to prioritize needs
biblically and process them in faith. We pray these things
in Jesus’ name, amen.
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