
Matthew has described Jesus’ character throughout Matthew 1-16. We
have learned amazing truths about Jesus like how Jesus uses his
power to serve his people. We have seen how Jesus pursues broken
people, like Matthew himself, a tax-collector who was an outcast
among God’s people (Matthew 9:9-17). Jesus shows immense mercy to
those who are liabilities to society such as lepers. Parents receive
their dead little girl back to life. All of this leads us to Peter’s
confession of Jesus in Matthew 16:16 where he states that Jesus is the
Christ, the Son of the living God (16:16). Taken together, Matthew 1:1-
16:20 indicates that the curse fades away in Jesus. Jesus defeats
spiritual enemies like demons, physical alignments like blindness,
and destroys social boundaries like ethnic barriers. The curse fades
away, church family, in Jesus because he is the Christ, the Son of the
living God (16:16). We have learned this so far, and now the disciples
are convinced of this important truth.

Yet, we soon learn that the disciples’ concepts of the “messiah” and
his mission are faulty. We will learn three times in the passage today
how the Messiah must suffer and twice how he’ll be killed and rise
again from the dead (16:21, 17:12, 17:22). This truth – that the Messiah
must suffer – makes no sense to the disciples. The Messiah and
suffering do not go together in the disciples’ minds. Thus, in today’s
passage, Jesus redefines his disciples’ concept of the “messiah” and
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his mission. The main idea is that the Messiah accomplishes his
glorious mission through suffering, faith, and submissive humility.
This paradigm is nonsensical to the disciples, and it may be
nonsensical to some of us too. Thus, I hope that as we listen
attentively to this passage, 1) our paradigm of Jesus would be
reshaped around God’s word and 2) that this reshaping would move
us to live on mission. 

Let’s now study this passage together. 

The Suffering Messiah: Matthew 16:21-28
The first detail that Jesus must redefine for the disciples is that the
Messiah must suffer. Jesus tells the disciples in verse 21 how he
must go to Jerusalem, suffer, be killed, and be raised from the dead.
(16:21). Church family, notice the language of verse 21: “must.”
Suffering is not an option for the king of the kingdom. Rather, if the
king is going to complete his mission of inviting sinners back into
God’s kingdom as kingdom citizens, then the king must go, must
suffer, must die, and must raise again from the dead (16:21). 

Suffering is essential to the mission because we are sinners and the
wages of sin is death (Romans 6:23). When we sin against the God of
this universe, we get death, because life comes from God. When we
rebel against God, we forfeit life in favor of death. Yet, there is good
news! Jesus died for sinners. You see, Jesus took our death and then
crushed it so that if we would turn from our sins and trust in Jesus,
then his righteousness would be given to us as a gift. We can stand
before the Father clothed in the righteousness of Jesus because
Jesus died for sinners. Jesus, therefore, says in verse 21 that he
“must” go and suffer. The mission of rescuing sinners demanded
this because the wages of sin is death. Jesus must redefine for the
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disciples that the Messiah’s mission includes the Messiah’s death. 

This point was nonsense to the disciples. Peter says, “This shall
never happen to you” (22). Simply put, suffering and the Messiah do
not go together in Peter’s mind. Peter conceives of a suffering-free
Messiah, but this notion is nothing less than satanic according to
Jesus (23). Church family, a gospel that does not include the cross
and the empty tomb is demonic to the core because the wages of sin
is death. Sin is that serious, and Jesus knows this, but Peter does
not.

Peter’s problem is that he is setting his mind on the things of man,
not the things of God (16:23). By doing this, he misunderstands the
problem that the Messiah came to fix. Jesus came not to liberate the
nation of Israel from her physical captivity under Rome. That task is
not the Messiah’s task. Rather, Jesus came to liberate all who would
trust in him from their spiritual captivity in the kingdom of
darkness (Colossians 1:13-14). The problem with humanity is
spiritual at its core, not physical. Thus, the solution cannot be
merely physical but most include the broken body of God himself.
This is how sinners are brought back to the Lord. 

The mission not only necessitates the suffering of the Messiah but
also the suffering of the Messiah’s people (24-28). Just as Jesus will
soon pick up a cross, so his disciples’ lives will be characterized as
continually picking up crosses and following Jesus. The cross
represents the pinnacle of self-denial. Jesus has forever existed as
God and yet, in time, he humbled himself and was born of a virgin.
Then, he humbled himself by dying the humiliating death of
crucifixion. Jesus denied himself for the sake of the mission, and we
are called to do the same thing. 
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This denial is significant. Jesus describes it as “losing” one’s life (25)
and the image he uses is of picking up a cross and following Jesus
(24). All Christians have lost their lives because they have denied the
snake's lie that they can be the master of their own life: his
seductive whisper that we can do things our way regardless of what
Jesus thinks. We have rejected personal autonomy and have decided
to pick up a cross of self-denial and follow Jesus. In so doing, we
have found true life. The Messiah’s mission demands that we too
embrace suffering: putting to death our flesh and following Jesus. 

The Glorified Messiah: Matthew 17:1-13
The second detail that Jesus must redefine for the disciples is the
timeline of the Messiah’s glory. In verse 21, Peter rebuked Jesus
because he misunderstood the timeline. He thought that glory was
imminent, but he was mistaken as Jesus explained in verses 21-28.
Matthew highlights the same idea in Matthew 7:1-13. In these verses,
we learn about Jesus being glorified on a high mountain and having
a conversation with Elijah and Moses – two important OT figures.
Jesus’ face is shining brightly, and his clothes are bright white (2).
This image is a picture of glory, and Peter recognizes this detail and
asks Jesus about staying there on the mountain (17:4). The Father
though speaks over Peter and commands him and the others to
listen to Jesus (17:5). Although the disciples indeed are to listen to
everything Jesus says, something specific was likely in mind. They
are to listen to what Jesus has previously told them and will repeat:
the Messiah must suffer. 

The disciples are grappling with the reality of the transfiguration
and the concept of a suffering Messiah, so they ask a question: “why
do the scribes say that first Elijah must come” (10)? The scribes
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rightly believed that Elijah would come before the Lord brought
salvation to his people and judgment to their enemies (see Malachi
4:5-6). This question and the emphasis on “first” illustrate that the
disciples are grappling with the timeline of the kingdom. If Elijah
comes first and then there is final judgment and salvation, then why
must the Messiah suffer? Jesus affirms that Elijah comes first and
has come, but that he did not come as a conquering ambassador of a
king about to conquer a physical enemy. Rather, he came,
completed his mission, and was killed. Indeed, the kingdom will
come in glory as the disciples believed, but not according to their
timeline. Jesus redefines their concept of the Messiah and his
mission: suffering precedes glory. 

Church family, this truth is more prevalent today with the
knowledge that tens of thousands of our Afghan brothers and
sisters in the Lord are fleeing to the mountains with little to no
resources. Many others are staying in Afghanistan seeking
opportunities to share the gospel even though doing so may mean
immediate death. Jesus is king and all who trust in him will live
forever with him. These truths motivate bravery amid persecution,
and our response should be very specific. We should be encouraged
to live for the gospel. Paul’s example of godly suffering is meant to
encourage faith in the Philippian church and the same is true of the
suffering experienced now by our brothers and sisters in
Afghanistan. Since suffering precedes glory, we all must be bold
now amid trials. Suffering is today but glory is tomorrow. 

Faith in the Messiah: Matthew 17:14-21
The third detail that Jesus must redefine for the disciples is the role
of faith in the kingdom. Once coming down the mountain, Jesus is
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greeted by a distressed Father. A demon oppresses his son and
Jesus’ disciples cannot help him because of their “little faith” (17:16).
When we compare Matthew’s account of this encounter to Mark’s,
we see that Matthew’s version is abbreviated considerably, and this
demonstrates that Matthew’s goal here is to highlight the disciples’
“little faith.” It is probably better to interpret this concept as
“imperfect faith” or “improvised faith” since Jesus’ parable stresses
that even little faith can “move mountains.” The disciples lack this
small mustard-sized faith that Jesus speaks about in verse 20.
Instead, their faith was imperfect. Mark tells us that the problem
with the disciples was their lack of prayer. Jesus says, “This kind
cannot be driven out by anything but by prayer” (Mark 9:29). The
idea, then, seems to be that the disciples mechanicalized exorcisms.
Jesus gave them the power to cast out demons in Matthew 10:1, and
at this point in the narrative, they are puzzled about their inability
to work the miracle. Yet, as Mark puts it, they lacked prayer and as
Matthew states, they lacked faith.

The disciples seem to have gotten comfortable in their kingdom
work so that they became pray-less. However, the mission will not
advance where prayer is absent, church family. Jesus redefines their
concept of the Messiah and his mission: the mission depends on
small mustard-sized faith in the Messiah, and the mechanics of
getting the work done. 

The Suffering Messiah: Matthew 17:22-23
Matthew returns to the first detail he stated in this section: the
Messiah must suffer. Matthew has stressed this fact three times now
(16:21; 17:12, 17:22-23). The fact that Matthew is weaving this detail
throughout this section indicates the importance of the topic.
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Although the disciples do not understand this point, it is crucial to
the entire mission. Without it, the mission fails miserably. Thus,
Matthew weaves this detail in at three places in this section. Jesus
must suffer, must suffer, must suffer. Although the disciples fail to
grasp the weight of this truth, they understand it partially as
evident in verse 23. This saying makes them greatly distressed
(17:23). Jesus redefines their concept of the Messiah and his mission:
the Messiah must suffer. 

The Submissive Messiah: Matthew 17:24-27
Matthew clarifies one further point in this passage about the
Messiah and his mission. The Messiah at times is submissive to
earthly traditions. Certainly, Jesus rebuked people for insisting on
traditions that contradict God’s law (see Matthew 15:1-9). Yet, Jesus
submits to a human tradition in Matthew 17:24-27. Here, Jewish
collectors approach Peter and ask if Jesus paid the temple tax: a tax
paid by most adult Jews for the upkeep of the temple. Jesus was not
obligated to pay this tax, but he tells Peter that they will pay the tax
to avoid offense. 

The reason for this submission must be kept in mind. Jesus says
that Peter should pay it to avoid offense or scandal. In other words,
rejecting this tradition would distract from the mission. Jesus knew
that the temple would be destroyed in less than forty years, and he
knows that he is the true temple in which this building temple was
only a shadow. Jesus knew this, yet he paid the tax because the
mission mattered most. 

Church family, Jesus was free not to pay the tax, but a failure to pay
the tax would detract from the mission. The mission often
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necessitates that we act like Jesus. Submission to our rulers, their
laws, and traditions should be measured by the mission. Jesus
redefines their concept of the Messiah and his mission: the Messiah
submits to traditions for the sake of the mission. 

Conclusion
Church family, Jesus has redefined the disciples' understanding and
our understanding of the Messiah and his mission. The Messiah
must suffer and then be glorified, and his mission depends on faith
the size of a mustard seed and submission to earthly authorities.
What needs to change in our life so that we live on the Messiah’s
mission? Does our concept of suffering need to be more biblical?
Does our life reflect the fact that now is a season of suffering, not
glory? As we go about kingdom work, do we have mustard seed-
sized faith manifesting itself in constant prayer? Or do we think
that we can get the job done by ourselves? When we confront
traditions or our ruler’s laws, what principles do we consider most?
Our freedoms to do things our ways or the mission? What needs to
change, church family, so that we live on mission with our Messiah
Jesus. 

Non-Christian, would you come to Jesus today. Would you trust that
he died for you, and would you follow him today as Lord? I invite
you to come today. 
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Prayer
God, as we learned from your word about the Messiah and his
mission, I pray that we would live more missionally. Help us not
to be deceived: our life is one of self-denial. Help us to
anticipate glory, but to realize that it comes after suffering. Help
us to be a people devoted to cultivating small faith expressed in
constant prayer, and help us to submit to traditions and our
rulers when the mission necessitates it. Help us to live on the
Messiah’s mission for your glory, Father. We pray these things
in Jesus’ name, amen.

T H E
K I N G D O M
I S  H E R E


