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Introduction to the Gospel of Matthew 

The first Gospel is traditionally ascribed to Matthew Levi, a tax collector or 

publican, whom Jesus called to be one of his twelve disciples (Matt. 9:913; 

10:3). Practically nothing is known of him except his name and occupation. 

After the listing of the apostles in the book of Acts (Acts 1:13) he disappeared 

from the history of the church, except for allusions that are probably legendary. 

Nowhere in the First Gospel is he explicitly called its author, but the early 

writers of the church who discuss the authorship credit it to Matthew. Eusebius 

(c. A.D. 325) quotes Papias (c. A.D. 100) as saying that Matthew had composed 

in Aramaic the oracles of the Lord, which were translated into Greek by each 

man as he was able.
1
 Irenaeus, about a century and a half earlier than Eusebius, 

stated that "Matthew also issued a written Gospel among the Hebrews in their 

own dialect, while Peter and Paul were preaching at Rome and laying the 

foundations of the church." 
2

 

                                           
1
 Eusebius Historia Ecclesiae III. xxxix.16. 

2 Irenaeus Against Heresies III.i.1. 
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Several inferences may be drawn from these early statements concerning the 

origin of the First Gospel. First, the Matthaean authorship was undisputed. 

Since Matthew was a comparatively obscure member of the apostolic band, 

there seems to be no good reason for making him the author of a spurious 

work. Any forger who sought fame for his production would have chosen to 

publish it under the name of a more renowned apostle. Second, the general 

agreement of early writers accords with the known character of Matthew. As a 

publican he must have been literate and accustomed to taking notes as a part of 

his business activity. Third, the tradition that this Gospel was originally written 

in Aramaic does not preclude the possibility that the author may have published 

later a Greek edition that quickly superseded the older writing. 

 

Date and Place 

 

Just when the Gospel was written is unknown. It can scarcely have been written 

before the first dispersion of the Jerusalem Christians (Acts 8:4), for the local 

church in Jerusalem would not have needed a written Gospel since the apostles 

were physically present to answer all questions and to impart authoritative 

teaching. It is doubtful whether it was written subsequent to A.D. 70, because 

the prophecy dealing with the overthrow of Jerusalem contains no allusion to the 

city's actually having fallen (Matt. 24:1-28). The testimony of Irenaeus, quoted 

above, would place its writing in the time of Nero "while Paul and Peter were in 

Rome." If this tradition is correct, it may have been composed by Matthew 

originally for non-Palestinian Aramaic-speaking converts, who did not have 

access to the apostles and who were consequently dependent on a written text 

for their knowledge of Jesus. 

 

The testimony of Papias has been frequently rejected, since no trace of an 

Aramaic original has survived and the language of the Gospel bears no marks 

of being a Greek translation. Promiscuous translations such as Papias mentions 

would hardly yield the good Greek of the existing Gospel. On the other hand, it 

is possible that, seeing the demand for written information about the life of 

Jesus, the author made a Greek edition for the Gentile churches, perhaps for 

Antioch in particular. Since the Greek churches quickly outstripped the 

Aramaic churches in numbers and influence, the Aramaic original might have 

perished at an early date. Contradictory opinions have been expressed 

concerning the original language of this Gospel. In any case, the existing 

Greek text is early and should probably be regarded as an edition rather than as 

a translation from Aramaic. 
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Matthew's Gospel is admirably suited to a church that was still closely related to 

Judaism, though becoming increasingly independent of it. It breathes the 

atmosphere of Messianism, yet it has a message for "all the world." It preserves 

the essence of the Abrahamic covenant, which stressed God's benefits to 

Abraham and to his seed as a separate people, and yet added: "In thee shall all 

the families of the earth be blessed" (Gen. 12:3). 

 

The place of writing could be Antioch. The quotations of the Gospels in the 

early patristic writings like those of Papias and Ignatius agree most closely with 

the text of Matthew, and show that this first Gospel was probably the favourite 

of the Syro-Jewish church. Furthermore, the church at Antioch was the first to 

have a markedly Gentile constituency that spoke both Aramaic and Greek. 

White absolute proof that the Gospel originated at Antioch is lacking, no other 

place is more suitable for it. It may, therefore, have been composed some time 

between A.D. 50 and 70 and have been circulated by those who worked in and 

from the church of Antioch. 

 

Content 
 

The theme of the Gospel of Matthew is announced by its opening words: "The 

book of the generation of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham" 

(Matt. 1:1). The phraseology reminds one of the book of Genesis, which is 

divided into sections by the use of the same phrase, "the book of the 

generations of . . ." or "the generations of . ." (Gen. 2:4; 5:1; 6:9, et al.). Each 

occurrence of this phrase marked a stage in the development of the Messianic 

promise. The links in the history of God's people are carried forward through 

Genesis, and one appears in Ruth 4:18, where the Messianic line ends with 

David. Matthew picks up the genealogy at this point and illustrates its 

fulfilment in the person of Jesus. 

 

The structure of Matthew is built around a double outline that can be traced by 

recurring phrases in the book. The first is biographical and is quite similar to 

the framework of the biography of Jesus as given in Mark and Luke. The two 

points of division are Matthew 4:17, "From that time [italics ours] began Jesus 

to preach, and to say, Repent ye; for the kingdom of heaven is at hand," and 

Matthew 16:21, "From that time [italics ours] began Jesus to show unto his 

disciples that he must go unto Jerusalem, and suffer many things of the elders 

and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and the third day be raised up." 

The former of these two passages indicates the rise of Jesus' preaching career, 

which brought him into public prominence. The latter passage marks the 

beginring of the decline of his popularity and points toward the culmination of 

his career at the cross. The fact that these two foci of his life are so clearly 
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marked in the Gospel indicates the avowed purpose of the author to present 

two aspects of Jesus' biography, and shows that he had a unitary concept of 

that life as a whole. The Gospel is no mere aggregation of fragmentary sayings 

and random stories, but it is definitely organized to show how the Messiah 

discharged the calling for which he came into the world. 

 

The other structure of Matthew is peculiar to this Gospel. Whereas the 

previously mentioned outline is a biographical interpretation of the life of Jesus, 

this other outline is topical. The material is divided into five blocks of text, each 

of which is grouped around one dominant theme, and each of which ends with 

the phrase, "When Jesus had finished. . . ." With the introductory narrative and 

the concluding story of the Passion there are seven divisions in all, which are 

summarized in an epilogue that confronts the reader with the consequences of 

Jesus' Messianic claims. The sharp contrast of the action of the priests on the 

report of the guard at the tomb and the action of the disciples on the revelation 

of the risen Lord compel the reader to choose for himself which attitude he will 

take. Either he must align himself with the Jewish leaders who repudiated Jesus 

and would not acknowledge his claims under any circumstances, or else he must 

himself become a disciple. 

Outline 

Matthew: the Gospel of the Messiah    

The Prophecies of the Messiah Realized 

The Advent 1:1-4:11 

The Principles of the Messiah Announced 

The Inaugural Address 4:12-7:29 

Challenge to Enter (7:13-14) 

The Power of the Messiah Revealed 

The Miracles 8:1-11:1 

Challenge to Follow (10:34-39) 

The Program of the Messiah Explained 

The Parables 11:2-13:53 

Challenge to Acceptance (11:28) 

Challenge to Understanding (13:51) 
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The Purpose of the Messiah Declared 

The Crisis of the Cross 13:54-19:2 

Challenge to Testify (16:13-15) 

The Problems of the Messiah Presented 

The Conflicts with Opponents 19:3-26:2 

Challenge to Repentance (23:37-39) 

The Passion of the Messiah Accomplished 

The Death and Resurrection 26:3-28:10 

Epilogue 

Rumour and Reality 28:11-20 

Challenge to Action (28:16-20) 

 

The first of these sections acquaints the reader of the Gospel with the 

background of the Messiah. His genealogy, stemming from Abraham, the initial 

recipient of God's promises, and from David, divinely chosen founder of Judah's 

royal house, is first stated in the opening verse and then demonstrated. The 

account of the virgin birth follows, together with the baptism and the temptation 

that prepared him for his public labours. In this section of three and a half 

chapters the phrase "that it might be fulfil ed which was spoken by the Lord 

through the prophet," or some similar expression, occurs no less than five times. 

The advent of Jesus is thus depicted as the completion of the divine purpose that 

was revealed in the Old Testament and that was partially worked out in the 

historical process that preceded his coming. 

 

The second section opens with the appearance of Jesus in Galilee after the 

imprisonment of John the Baptist. It is devoted largely to the declaration of the 

spiritual and ethical principles of the Messianic kingdom. Jesus summoned people 

to repentance and to faith in him, and as he declared to them the realm in which 

he was Lord, he sought to point out what the nature of that realm would be and 

how it could be entered. 

Matthew alone uses the phrase "the kingdom of heaven," thirty-three times. Five 

times he speaks of "the kingdom of God" (6:33; 12:28; 19:24; 21:31; 21:43). 

The other Synoptics use the latter term in many passages where Matthew 

employs "kingdom of heaven." While Jesus asserted unmistakably that his 
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kingdom would have an ultimate material manifestation (8:11; 13:40-43), he 

also made plain that it has a present spiritual existence (4:17; 12:28). 

The spiritual principles of the kingdom were embodied in the Sermon on the 

Mount, of which Matthew gives the fullest record. It defined Jesus' position with 

regard to the law, for he said that he "came not to destroy, but to fulfil" (5:17). 

He demanded a righteousness that exceeded the standard of Jewish legalism, for 

it was inward, not outward; spontaneous, not legalistic; gauged by a person, not 

by a code. Its highest standard was God himself: "Ye therefore shall be perfect, 

as your heavenly Father is perfect" (5:48). In this respect he went beyond the law 

when he said: "Ye have heard that it was said to them of old time . . . but I say 

unto you" (5:21-22). The Sermon on the Mount is a direct assertion of his right to 

transcend the law. He did not revoke the law but he went beyond it by the sheer 

holiness of his person. 

The criterion of righteousness in the Sermon on the Mount is not conformity 

with human ideals but knowledge of Christ, hearing his sayings, and doing them 

(7:23-24). The full import of Christ's person and work was yet to be realized, but 

the necessity of making him central to all of his teaching and to all of faith is 

stated here unmistakably. 

In order that these, principles might be validated in the thinking of potential 

believers, some proofs of Jesus' power were necessary. The third section of 

Matthew (8:1-11:1) is occupied first with a recital of miracles of various types 

that showed Jesus' power over disease (leprosy, 8:1-4; palsy, 8:5-13; fever, 8:14-

17; paralysis, 9:2-8; issue of blood, 9:20-22; blindness, 9:27-31), demons (8:28-

34; 9:32-34), the powers of nature (8:2327), and death (9:18, 23-26). The 

commission to the Twelve that is described in Matthew 10 may be regarded as 

Jesus' delegation of power to these men and as his reassurance to them as they 

set out to exercise it. The preaching of the Messiah was not just the 

proclamation of a new ideal, but the demonstration of a new powerða concept 

that the book of Acts states became a reality in the later life of the church: "And 

with great power gave the apostles their witness of the resurrection of the Lord 

Jesus: and great grace was upon them" (Acts 4:33). 

Such miraculous acts, whether of the Lord Jesus Christ himself or of his 

disciples, were not a sporadic and aimless show of power. Jesus was seeking to 

teach the multitude and inaugurate a program for his kingdom rather than to 

bewilder or amaze the crowds. 

Beginning with the fourth section of Matthew (11:2-13:53) the parables are 

featured strongly. Not all of them belong to this part of the Gospel, but the 

greatest single aggregation of them is here in the thirteenth chapter. In figures 
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taken from everyday life they portray the nature and program of the kingdom 

of heaven, particularly with reference to the future. 

Jesus declared that the parables were intended both to reveal and to conceal 

truth, for when the disciples asked him why he used parables in speaking to the 

crowds, he said: 

Unto you it is given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them 

it is not given. 

(Matt. 13:11) 

 

Jewish way to read the Tanakh (Old Testament) and Sacred Books 

 

Jesus intended that his instructions should be plain to those who were 

ready for it, and obscure to those who were rebellious. In this list are 

eight parables: 

The Soils 13:1-23 

The Wheat and the Tares 13:24-30, 

36-43 

The Mustard Seed 13:31-32 

The Leaven 13:33 

The Treasure 13:44 

The Pearl 13:45-46 

The Net 13:47-50 

The Householder 13:51-52 
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The list is divided at verse 36, where it is said that Jesus withdrew from the 

multitudes and went indoors, so that four parables were designed for the 

populace and four for his disciples. 

The first four, then, present the kingdom of heaven to the crowd. Its inception by 

sowing the word of God, its reception by various types of hearers, the contrast of 

real and spurious response in the wheat and the tares, the amazing growth of the 

kingdom from a tiny beginning to a large tree, the dynamic forces of the 

kingdom as compared to leavenðall these were factors that he wanted the 

populace to know. 

The last four parables deal with inner aspects of the kingdom: the cost of 

building it, the double destiny of those affected by it, and the intermingling of 

new and old elements in its teaching. 

All the parables indicate that Jesus was not thinking of himself simply as a 

Jewish reformer, but as the sovereign of the earth and as a figure of world 

importance. 

The eleventh and twelfth chapters, preceding the parables, contain additional 

discourses that bear on the nature and importance of his mission. The challenge 

of John the Baptist (11:2-19), Jesus' rejection by the Galilean cities (11:20-24), 

his authority over the Sabbath (12:1-14), and his authority over the demons 

(12:22-37)ðall contribute to the understanding of his work as a supernatural 

person who had come to earth on an unusual errand. 

The crisis of this mission is anticipated in the next section of Matthew (13:54-

19:2). The rejection of Jesus by his fellow citizens (13:54-58), the threat of 

Herod in the death of John the Baptist (14:1-12), and the obtuseness of the 

disciples (15:1-16; 16:5-12) indicated tensions that brought from Jesus a 

declaration of the imminence of the cross, and also the revelation of himself in 

the transfiguration (16:21-17:8). From this point on in the narrative the cross 

loomed increasingly before Jesus and became the immediate objective of his 

earthly career. 

The declaration of the Messianic purpose led to conflict. In chapters 19:3 to 26:2 

the problems of the Messiah are described and his conflicts with his opponents 

appear in definite events, such as the debates with the Herodians, the Sadducees, 

and the Pharisees (22:15-40). The denunciations of chapter 23 and the prediction 

of the desolation of Jerusalem in chapters 24 and 25 grew out of this conflict. 

Conflict must come to a crisis, and in the life of the Messiah that crisis was the 

cross. Matthew 26:3 through 28:10 describes his Passion, death, and 

resurrection. Matthew stressed the Messianic character of his death by 
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emphasizing its relation to prophecy. Four times Jesus alluded definitely to the 

Old Testament as applying to the events of his Passion (26:31, 54, 56; 27:9), and 

in replying to Caiaphas' questioning he used of himself the title Son of man 

(26:64), which in Daniel 7:13-14 was applied to a heavenly being. 

The epilogue is a summary of the whole Gospel, clinching its teaching by 

illustrating the two attitudes toward Jesus: rejection in unbelief, or worship 

because of acceptance. 

Each of the section contains a challenge to the disciples, spoken by Jesus, which 

is obviously intended by the author to be a challenge to his reader also. At the 

close of the didactic section containing the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus called on 

the disciples to take the first step of entering the way that leads to life (Matt. 

7:13-14). As soon as he had proved his power to them, he commissioned them as 

witnesses and challenged them to take up the cross and follow him (10:34-41). In 

the section dealing with the explanation of his program there is a double 

challenge: one to the multitule to come to him for rest (11:28) and one to the 

disciples asking if they had understood his words (13:51). He wanted to make 

sure that his claims brought both volitional and intellectual response. The 

prediction of the cross at the great turning point in his life evoked a call for 

committal: "Who say ye that I am?" (16:15). His rejection by Jerusalem 

constrained him to summon the rebellious city to repentance (23:37-39). With the 

denouement of the story, the Great Commission says, "Go ye therefore . . . ," the 

final appeal of the Gospel as a whole. Each section is thus applied practically to 

the action of the reader as he makes his way progressively through the book. 

Emphasis 

The Gospel of Matthew was written to show how Jesus of Nazareth enlarged 

and explained the revelation that had been begun in the Messianic prophecies of 

the Old Testament. Although it is strongly Jewish in its character, it was also 

written for the benefit of Gentiles, since the final commission enjoined the 

Twelve to make disciples "of all the nations" (28:19). If it was originally 

composed for the benefit of the church at Antioch, where Gentile converts first 

came together in large numbers, the reason for its character would be plain. 

Matthew was seeking to show to these converts the meaning of Jesus' ministry 

in terms of the Old Testament that their Jewish colleagues believed, and from 

which they themselves had been taught. 

Certain incidents are peculiar to Matthew. The vision of Joseph (1:20-24), the 

visit of the Magi (2:1-12), the flight into Egypt (2:13-15), the massacre of the 

infants (2:16), the dream of Pilate's wife (27:19), the death of Judas (27:3-10), 

the resurrection of the saints at the crucifixion (27:52), the bribery of the guard 

(28:12-15), and the baptismal commission (28:19-20) appear nowhere else in the 
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Gospels. Among the parables, the tares (13:24-30, 36-43), the bidden treasure 

(13:44), the pearl (13:45-46), the dragnet (13:47), the unmerciful servant (18:23-

35), the labourers in the vineyard (20:1-16), the two sons (21:28-32), the 

marriage of the king's son (22:1-13), the ten virgins (25:1-13), and the talents 

(25:14-30) are exclusively Matthaean. 

Only three miracles are peculiar to Matthew: the two blind men (9:27-31), the 

dumb demoniac (9:32-33), and the coin in the fish's mouth (17:24-27). 

Matthew's use of miracles seems to be directed more to their use as proofs of 

Jesus' Messianic power than to the advancement of a narrative even though he 

duplicates many that appear in Mark and Luke. 

Matthew's Gospel is didactic in emphasis. It contains the largest single block of 

discourse material found in the Gospels (chaps. 5, 6, and 7), as well as other long 

passages (chaps. 10, 13, 18, 23, 24, 25) that reproduce Jesus' teaching. These 

discourses comprise about three-fifths of the entire Gospel. Matthew evidently 

wanted to stress the content of Jesus' teaching as related to his person and to the 

law, in order that the full implications of the Messiah's coming might be clear. 

In order to demonstrate the close tie-in of the career of Jesus with the Messianic 

promises, this Gospel makes much use of quotations from the Old Testament. 

There are at least sixty obvious examples, falling between 1:23 and 27:48. Most of 

them are drawn from Isaiah and the Psalms, yet the Old Testament as a whole is 

represented. Further, many of the passages include reference to "the fulfilment" of 

the words of the prophets. Jesus' career was more than a series of marvellous, 

historical events; it was "the fulfilment of the divine purpose in the promised 

Messiah." 

Characters 

Matthew lays lens stress on the individual actors in his narrative than the other 

Synoptists do, nor does he introduce many whose names do not appear 

elsewhere. Joseph (1:18-25), Herod the Great (2:1-16), and the mother of James 

and John (20:20-21) are given more space than in Mark and Luke; but both 

Mark and Luke use character sketches more than does Matthew. 

In general, the characters of Matthew's Gospel are identical with those of Mark, 

Luke, and John. John the Baptist, Mary (Jesus' mother), the twelve disciples, 

Caiaphas, the high priests, Pilate, Simon of Cyrene, Joseph of Arimathea, and 

many minor figuresðall play their part in the narrative. They are, however, 

incidental to the teaching. 

Special Features 

1. Matthew is the Gospel of Discourse. 
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In each of the sections is one long specimen of discourse, as the following table 

shows. 

Section Discourse 

1. The Prophecies Realized 1:1-

4:11 

 

Preaching of John 3:1-12 

 

2. The Principles Announced 4:12-

7:29 

 

The Sermon on the Mount 5:1-7:29 

 

3. The Power Revealed 8:1-11:1 

 

The Commission  10:1-42 

 

4. The Program Explained 11:2-

13:53 

 

The Parables 13:1-52 

 

5. The Purpose Declared 13:54-

19:2 

 

The Meaning of Forgiveness 18:1-35 

 

6. The Problems Presented 19:3-

26:2 

 

Denunciation and Prediction 23:1-

25:46 

 

7. The Passion Accomplished 26:3-

28:10 

 

(No discourse: action) 

 

8. Epilogue 28:11-20 

 

The Great Commission 28:18-20 

 

2. Matthew is the Gospel of the Church. 

Matthew's Gospel is the only one in which the word "church" occurs (16:18; 

18:17). Both of these passages were spoken by Christ, showing that he had a 

definite idea of the church as an institution to come. The very fact that these 

utterances of his are embodied in Matthew may indicate that it was written for a 

young and struggling church that needed encouragement and discipline. 

Both passages in Matthew lay emphasis on the authority of the churchð

the former stressing its leadership, the Jatter the body as a whole. In particular, 

the context of 18:17 includes a pastoral toneðemphasizing the concern for a 

wayward member (i. e., "the lost sheep, 18:10-14) and an erring member (L e., 

"If your brother sins against you," 18:15-20). 
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3. Matthew is the Gospel of the King. 

Not only is the doctrine of the kingdom emphasized in Matthew, but through all of 

the Gospel the royalty of Christ is prominent. The genealogy in the first chapter 

follows the royal line of Judah. The alarm of Herod was caused because the birth 

of Jesus introduced a political rival. The entry into Jerusalem stresses his arrival as 

king, riding peacefully on an ass's colt (21:5, 7). In the eschatological discourse he 

predicts that he will sit "on the throne of his glory" (19:28; 25:31), an expression 

found in Matthew alone. The inscription over the cross, placed by Pilate, was 

"This is Jesus the King of the Jews" (27:37). 

In keeping with the emphasis on a king stemming from David's line, Matthew 

contains nine references to Jesus as "the son of David" (a title found three times 

only in Mark and Luke respectively). As David had established Jerusalem as his 

capital, so in Matthew alone do we read of Jerusalem as "the holy city" and "the 

city of the great king" (5:35). 

 

Gospel of Matthew Commented 

by 

J.C. Ryle 

Chapter 1 

1. The genealogy and birth of the King 

1-17 His royal descent 

18-25 His virgin birth 

MATTHEW 1:1 -17 

      The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of 

Abraham. Abraham became the father of Isaac. Isaac became the father of 

Jacob. Jacob became the father of Judah and his brothers. Judah became the 

father of Perez and Zerah by Tamar. Perez became the father of Hezron. Hezron 

became the father of Ram. Ram became the father of Amminadab. Amminadab 

became the father of Nahshon. Nahshon became the father of Salmon. Salmon 

became the father of Boaz by Rahab. Boaz became the father of Obed by Ruth. 

Obed became the father of Jesse. Jesse became the father of David the king. 

David became the father of Solomon by her who had been the wife of Uriah. 

Solomon became the father of Rehoboam. Rehoboam became the father of 
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Abijah. Abijah became the father of Asa. Asa became the father of Jehoshaphat. 

Jehoshaphat became the father of Joram. Joram became the father of Uzziah. 

Uzziah became the father of Jotham. Jotham became the father of Ahaz. Ahaz 

became the father of Hezekiah. Hezekiah became the father of Manasseh. 

Manasseh became the father of Amon. Amon became the father of Josiah. Josiah 

became the father of Jechoniah and his brothers, at the time of the exile to 

Babylon. After the exile to Babylon, Jechoniah became the father of Shealtiel. 

Shealtiel became the father of Zerubbabel. Zerubbabel became the father of 

Abiud. Abiud became the father of Eliakim. Eliakim became the father of Azor. 

Azor became the father of Sadoc. Sadoc became the father of Achim. Achim 

became the father of Eliud. Eliud became the father of Eleazar. Eleazar became 

the father of Matthan. Matthan became the father of Jacob. Jacob became the 

father of Joseph, the husband of Mary, from whom was born Jesus, who is 

called Christ. So all the generations from Abraham to David are fourteen 

generations; from David to the exile to Babylon fourteen generations; and from 
the carrying away to Babylon to the Christ, fourteen generations. 

      These verses begin the New Testament. Let us always read them with 

serious and solemn feelings. The book before us contains not the word of men, 

but of God. Every verse in it was written by inspiration of the Holy Spirit. 

      Let us thank God daily for giving us the Scriptures. The poorest Englishman 

who understands his Bible, knows more about religion than the wisest 

philosophers of Greece and Rome. 

      Let us remember our deep responsibility. We shall all be judged at the last 

day according to our light. To whomsoever much is given, of them much will be 

required. 

      Let us read our Bibles reverently and diligently, with an honest 

determination to believe and practice all we find in them. It is no light matter 

how we use this book. Eternal life or death depends on the spirit in which it is 

used. 

      Above all let us humbly pray for the teaching of the Holy Spirit. He alone 

can apply truth to our hearts, and make us profit by what we read. 

      The New Testament begins with the life, death, and resurrection of our Lord 

Jesus Christ. No part of the Bible is so important as this, and no part is so full 

and complete. Four distinct Gospels tell us the story of Christ's doing and dying. 

Four times over we read the precious account of His works and words. How 

thankful we ought to be for this! To know Christ is life eternal. To believe in 
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Christ is to have peace with God. To follow Christ is to be a true Christian. To 

be with Christ will be heaven itself. We can never hear too much about Jesus 

Christ. 

      The Gospel of Matthew begins with a long list of names. Sixteen verses are 

taken up with tracing a pedigree from Abraham to David, and from David to the 

family in which Jesus was born. Let no one think that these verses are useless. 

Nothing is useless in creation. The least mosses, and the smallest insects, serve 

some good end. Nothing is useless in the Bible. Every word of it is inspired. The 

chapters and verses which seem at first sight unprofitable, are all given for some 

good purpose. Look again at these sixteen verses, and you will see in them 

useful and instructive lessons. 

 Learn from this list of names, that God always keeps His word. He had 

promised, that in Abraham's seed all the nations of the earth should be blessed. 

He had promised to raise up a Saviour of the family of David. (Gen. 12:3; Isaiah 

11:1.) These sixteen verses prove, that Jesus was the son of David and the son of 

Abraham, and that God's promise was fulfil ed. Thoughtless and ungodly people 

should remember this lesson, and be afraid. Whatever they may think, God will 

keep His word. If they repent not, they will surely perish. True Christians should 

remember this lesson, and take comfort. Their Father in heaven will be true to 

all His engagements. He has said, that He will save all believers in Christ. If He 

has said it, He will certainly do it. "He is not a man that He should lie." "He 

remains faithful--He cannot deny Himself." (2 Tim. 2:13.) 

      Learn next from this list of names, the sinfulness and corruption of human 

nature. Observe how many godly parents in this catalogue had wicked and 

ungodly sons. The names of Rehoboam, and Joram, and Amon, and Jechoniah, 

should teach us humbling lessons. They had all pious fathers. But they were all 

wicked men. Grace does not run in families. It needs something more than good 

examples and good advice to make us children of God. Those who are born 

again are not born of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, 

but of God, (John 1:13.) Praying parents should pray night and day, that their 

children may be born of the Spirit. 

      Learn lastly from this list of names, how great is the mercy and compassion 

of our Lord Jesus Christ. Think how defiled and unclean our nature is; and then 

think what a condescension it was in Him to be born of a woman, and "made in 

the likeness of men." Some of the names we read in this catalogue remind us of 

shameful and sad histories. Some of the names are those of people never 

mentioned elsewhere in the Bible. But at the end of all comes the name of the 

Lord Jesus Christ. Though He is the eternal God, He humbled Himself to 
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become man, in order to provide salvation for sinners. "Though he was rich, yet 

for our sakes he became poor." 

      We should always read this catalogue with thankful feelings. We see here 

that no one who partakes of human nature can be beyond the reach of Christ's 

sympathy and compassion. Our sins may have been as black and great as those 

of any whom Matthew names. But they cannot shut us out of heaven, if we 

repent and believe the gospel. If Jesus was not ashamed to be born of a woman, 

whose pedigree contained such names as those we have read today, we need not 

think that He will be ashamed to call us brethren, and to give us eternal life. 

MATTHEW 1:18 -25 

      Now the birth of Jesus Christ was like this; for after his mother, Mary, was 

engaged to Joseph, before they came together, she was found pregnant by the 

Holy Spirit. Joseph, her husband, being a righteous man, and not willing to 

make her a public example, intended to put her away secretly. But when he 

thought about these things, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a 

dream, saying, "Joseph, son of David, don't be afraid to take to yourself Mary, 

your wife, for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit. She shall bring 

forth a son. You shall call his name Jesus, for it is he who shall save his people 

from their sins." 

      Now all this has happened, that it might be fulfil ed which was spoken by the 

Lord through the prophet, saying, "Behold, the virgin shall be with child, and 

shall bring forth a son. They shall call his name Immanuel;" which is, being 
interpreted, "God with us." 

      Joseph arose from his sleep, and did as the angel of the Lord commanded 

him, and took his wife to himself; and didn't know her sexually until she had 
brought forth her firstborn son. He named him Jesus. 

      These verses begin by telling us two great truths. They tell us how the Lord 

Jesus Christ took our nature upon Him, and became man. They tell us also that 

His birth was miraculous. His mother Mary was a virgin. 

      These are very mysterious subjects. They are depths, which we have no line 

to fathom. They are truths, which we have not mind enough to comprehend. Let 

us not attempt to explain things which are above our feeble reason. Let us be 

content to believe with reverence, and not speculate about matters which we 

cannot understand. Enough for us to know, that with Him who made the world 

nothing is impossible. Let us rest in the words of the Apostles' Creed: "Jesus 

Christ was conceived by the Holy Spirit, and born of the Virgin Mary." 
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      Let us observe the conduct of Joseph described in these verses. It is a 

beautiful example of godly wisdom, and tender consideration for others. He saw 

the "appearance of evil" in her who was his espoused wife. But he did nothing 

rashly. He waited patiently to have the line of duty made clear. In all probability 

he laid the matter before God in prayer. "He who believes shall not be in haste." 

(Isaiah 28:16.) 

      The patience of Joseph was graciously rewarded. He received a direct 

message from God upon the subject of his anxiety, and was at once relieved 

from all his fears. How good it is to wait upon God! Who ever cast his cares 

upon God in hearty prayer, and found him fail? "In all your ways acknowledge 

Him, and He shall direct your paths." (Prov. 3:6.) 

      Let us observe the two names given to our Lord in these verses. One is 

JESUS: the other EMMANUEL. One describes His office; the other His nature. 

Both are deeply interesting. 

      The name JESUS means "Saviour." It is the same name as Joshua in the Old 

Testament. It is given to our Lord because "He saves His people from their 

sins." This is His special office. He saves them from the guilt of sin, by washing 

them in His own atoning blood. He saves them from the dominion of sin, by 

putting in their hearts the sanctifying Spirit. He saves them from the presence of 

sin, when He takes them out of this world to rest with Him. He will save them 

from all the consequences of sin, when He shall give them a glorious body at the 

last day. Blessed and holy are Christ's people! From sorrow, cross, and conflict 

they are not saved. But they are saved from sin for evermore. They are cleansed 

from guilt by Christ's blood. They are made fit for heaven by Christ's Spirit. 

This is salvation. He who cleaves to sin is not yet saved. 

      Jesus is a very encouraging name to heavy-laden sinners. He who is King of 

kings and Lord of lords might lawfully have taken some more high-sounding 

title. But He does not do so. The rulers of this world have often called 

themselves Great, Conquerors, Bold, Magnificent, and the like. The Son of God 

is content to call Himself Saviour. The souls which desire salvation may draw 

near to the Father with boldness, and have access with confidence through 

Christ. It is His office and His delight to show mercy. "For God didn't send his 

Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world should be saved 

through him." (John 3:17.) 

      Jesus is a name, which is peculiarly sweet and precious to believers. It has 

often done them good, when the favour of kings and princes would have been 

heard of with unconcern. It has given them what money cannot buy, even 
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inward peace. It has eased their wearied consciences, and given rest to their 

heavy hearts. The Song of Solomon speaks the experience of many, when it 

says, "your name is oil poured forth." (Cant. 1:3.) Happy is that person, who 

trusts not merely in vague notions of God's mercy and goodness, but in "Jesus." 

      The other name in these verses is scarcely less interesting than that just 

referred to. It is the name which is given to our Lord from his nature, as "God 

manifest in the flesh." He is called EMMANUEL, "God with us." 

      Let us take care that we have clear views of our Lord Jesus Christ's nature 

and person. It is a point of the deepest importance. We should settle it firmly in 

our minds, that our Saviour is perfect man as well as perfect God, and perfect 

God as well as perfect man. If we once lose sight of this great foundation truth, 

we may run into fearful heresies. The name Emmanuel takes in the whole 

mystery. Jesus is "God with us." He had a nature like our own in all things, sin 

only excepted. But though Jesus was "with us" in human flesh and blood, He 

was at the same time very God. 

      We shall often find, as we read the Gospels, that our Saviour could be 

weary, and hungry, and thirsty--could weep, and groan, and feel pain like one of 

ourselves. In all this we see "the man" Christ Jesus. We see the nature He took 

on Him, when He was born of the Virgin Mary. 

      But we shall also find in the same Gospels that our Saviour knew men's 

hearts and thoughts--that He had power over devils--that He could work the 

mightiest of miracles with a word--that He was ministered to by angels--that He 

allowed a disciple to call Him "my God,"--and that he said, "Before Abraham 

was I am," and "I and my Father are one." In all this we see "the eternal God." 

We see Him "who is over all, God, blessed forever. Amen." (Rom. 9:5.) 

      Would you have a strong foundation for your faith and hope? Then keep in 

constant view your Saviourôs divinity. He in whose blood you are taught to trust 

is the Almighty God. All power is His in heaven and earth. None can pluck you 

out of His hand. If you are a true believer in Jesus, let not your heart be troubled 

or afraid. 

      Would you have sweet comfort in suffering and trial? Then keep in constant 

view your Saviour's humanity. He is the man Christ Jesus, who lay on the 

bosom of the Virgin Mary, as a little infant, and knows the heart of a man. He 

can be touched with the feeling of your infirmities. He has Himself experienced 

Satan's temptations. He has endured hunger. He has shed tears. He has felt pain. 

Trust Him at all times with all your sorrows. He will not despise you. Pour out 



18 

 

all your heart before Him in prayer, and keep nothing back. He can sympathize 

with His people. 

      Let these thoughts sink down into our minds. Let us bless God for the 

encouraging truths which the first chapter of the New Testament contains. It 

tells us of One who "saves His people from their sins." But this is not all. It tells 

us that this Saviour is "Emmanuel," God Himself, and yet God with us, God 

manifest in human flesh like our own. This is glad tidings. This is indeed good 

news. Let us feed on these truths in our hearts by faith with thanksgiving. 

 

The traditional site of Jesusô birth, in a cave below the Church of the Nativity, 

Bethlehem 

 

The Star of Bethlehem 

Several explanations have been given for the appearance of the star, each with 

its own difficulties. Otherwise plausible suggestions that the star was a 

supernova or a cornet that made a timely appearance, or that it was the triple 

conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter that occurred in six B.C., should not obscure 

the fact that the star served as a supernatural sign of the birth of the King of 

kings and Saviour of mankind. 
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Chapter 2 

2. The infancy of the King 

1-12 The visit of the magi 

13-23 Flight into Egypt 

 MATTHEW 2:1 -12 

      Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the 

king, behold, wise men from the east came to Jerusalem, saying, "Where is he 

who is born King of the Jews? For we saw his star in the east, and have come to 

worship him." When Herod the king heard it, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem 

with him. Gathering together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he 

asked them where the Christ would be born. They said to him, "In Bethlehem of 

Judea, for thus it is written through the prophet, 'You Bethlehem, land of Judah, 

are in no way least among the princes of Judah: for out of you shall come forth 
a governor, who shall shepherd my people, Israel.'" 

      Then Herod secretly called the wise men, and learned from them exactly 

what time the star appeared. He sent them to Bethlehem, and said, "Go and 

search diligently for the young child. When you have found him, bring me word, 
so that I also may come and worship him." 

      They, having heard the king, went their way; and behold, the star, which 

they saw in the east, went before them, until it came and stood over where the 

young child was. When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceedingly great 

joy. They came into the house and saw the young child with Mary, his mother, 

and they fell down and worshiped him. Opening their treasures, they offered to 

him gifts: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. Being warned in a dream that they 
shouldn't return to Herod, they went back to their own country another way. 

      It is not known who these wise men were. Their names and dwelling-place 

are alike kept back from us. We are only told that they came "from the East." 

Whether they were Chaldeans or Arabians we cannot say. Whether they learned 

to expect Christ from the ten tribes who went into captivity, or from the 

prophecies of Daniel, we do not know. It matters little who they were. The point 

which concerns us most is the rich instruction which their history conveys. 

      These verses show us, that there may be true servants of God in places 

where we should not expect to find them. The Lord Jesus has many "hidden 

ones" like these wise men. Their history on earth may be as little known as that 

of Melchizedek, and Jethro, and Job. But their names are in the book of life, and 

they will be found with Christ in the day of His appearing. It is well to 
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remember this. We must not look round the earth and say hastily, "all is barren." 

The grace of God is not tied to places and families. The Holy Spirit can lead 

souls to Christ without the help of many outward means. Men may be born in 

dark places of the earth, like these wise men, and yet like them be made "wise 

unto salvation." There are some travelling to heaven at this moment, of whom 

the church and the world know nothing. They flourish in secret places like the 

lily among thorns, and "waste their sweetness on the desert air." But Christ loves 

them, and they love Christ. 

      These verses teach us, that it is not always those who have most religious 

privileges, who give Christ most honour. We might have thought that the 

Scribes and Pharisees would have been the first to hasten to Bethlehem, on the 

lightest rumor that the Saviour was born. But it was not so. A few unknown 

strangers from a distant land were the first, except the shepherds mentioned by 

Luke, to rejoice at His birth. "He came unto his own, and his own received him 

not." What a mournful picture this is of human nature! How often the same kind 

of thing may be seen among ourselves! How often the very people who live 

nearest to the means of grace are those who neglect them most! There is only 

too much truth in the old proverb, "The nearer the church the further from God." 

Familiarity with sacred things has a dreadful tendency to make men despise 

them. There are many, who from residence and convenience ought to be first 

and foremost in the worship of God, and yet are always last. There are many, 

who might well be expected to be last, who are always first. 

 These verses teach us, that there may be knowledge of Scripture in the head, 

while there is no grace in the heart. Mark how king Herod sends to inquire of the 

priests and elders "where the Christ would be born." Mark what a ready answer 

they return him, and what an acquaintance with the letter of Scripture they show. 

But they never went to Bethlehem to seek for the coming Saviour. They would 

not believe in Him, when He ministered among them. Their heads were better 

than their hearts. Let us all beware of resting satisfied with head-knowledge. It is 

an excellent thing, when rightly used. But a man may have much of it, and yet 

perish everlastingly. What is the state of our hearts? This is the great question. A 

little grace is better than many gifts. Gifts alone save no one. But grace leads on 

to glory. 

      The conduct of the wise men described in this chapter is a splendid example 

of spiritual diligence. What trouble it must have cost them to travel from their 

homes to the place where Jesus was born! How many weary miles they must 

have journeyed! The fatigues of an Eastern traveller are far greater than we in 

England can at all understand. The time that such a journey would occupy must 

necessarily have been very great. The dangers to be encountered were neither 



21 

 

few nor small. But none of these things moved them. They had set their hearts 

on seeing Him "who was born King of the Jews;" and they never rested until 

they saw Him. They prove to us the truth of the old saying, "Where there is a 

will there is a way." 

      It would be well for all professing Christians if they were more ready to 

follow the wise men's example. Where is our self-denial? What pains do we take 

about our souls? What diligence do we show about following Christ? What does 

our religion cost us? These are serious questions. They deserve serious 

consideration. 

      Last, but not least, the conduct of the wise men is a striking example of faith. 

They believed in Christ when they had never seen Him--but that was not all. 

They believed in Him when the Scribes and Pharisees were unbelieving--but 

that again was not all. They believed in Him when they saw Him a little infant 

on Mary's knee, and worshiped Him as a king. This was the crowning point of 

their faith. They saw no miracles to convince them. They heard no teaching to 

persuade them. They beheld no signs of divinity and greatness to overawe them. 

They saw nothing but a new-born infant, helpless and weak, and needing a 

mother's care like any one of ourselves. And yet when they saw that infant, they 

believed that they saw the divine Saviour of the world. "They fell down and 

worshiped Him." 

      We read of no greater faith than this in the whole volume of the Bible. It is a 

faith that deserves to be placed side by side with that of the penitent thief. The 

thief saw one dying the death of a malefactor, and yet prayed to Him, and 

"called Him Lord." The wise men saw a new-born babe on the lap of a poor 

woman, and yet worshiped Him and confessed that He was Christ. Blessed 

indeed are those that can believe in this fashion! 

      This is the kind of faith, let us remember, that God delights to honour. We 

see the proof of that at this very day. Wherever the Bible is read the conduct of 

these wise men is known, and told as a memorial of them. Let us walk in the 

steps of their faith. Let us not be ashamed to believe in Jesus and confess Him, 

though all around us remain careless and unbelieving. Have we not a thousand-

fold more evidence than the wise men had, to make us believe that Jesus is the 

Christ? Beyond doubt we have. Yet where is our faith? 

      MATTHEW  2:13-23 

      Now when they had departed, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to 

Joseph in a dream, saying, "Arise and take the young child and his mother, and 
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flee into Egypt, and stay there until I tell you, for Herod will seek the young 

child to destroy him." 

      He arose and took the young child and his mother by night, and departed 

into Egypt, and was there until the death of Herod; that it might be fulfiled 

which was spoken by the Lord through the prophet, saying, "Out of Egypt I 
called my son." 

      Then Herod, when he saw that he was mocked by the wise men, was 

exceedingly angry, and sent out, and killed all the male children who were in 

Bethlehem and in all the surrounding countryside, from two years old and 

under, according to the exact time which he had learned from the wise men. 

Then that which was spoken by Jeremiah the prophet was fulfiled, saying, "A 

voice was heard in Ramah, lamentation, weeping and great mourning, Rachel 

weeping for her children; she wouldn't be comforted, because they are no 
more." 

      But when Herod was dead, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared in a 

dream to Joseph in Egypt, saying,"Arise and take the young child and his 

mother, and go into the land of Israel, for those who sought the young child's 
life are dead." 

      He arose and took the young child and his mother, and came into the land of 

Israel. But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning over Judea in the place 

of his father, Herod, he was afraid to go there. Being warned in a dream, he 

withdrew into the region of Galilee, and came and lived in a city called 

Nazareth; that it might be fulfil led which was spoken through the prophets: "He 
will be called a Nazarene." 

      Observe in this passage, how true it is that the rulers of this world are seldom 

friendly to the cause of God. The Lord Jesus comes down from heaven to save 

sinners, and at once we are told that Herod the king "sought to destroy him." 

      Greatness and riches are a perilous possession for the soul. They know not 

what they seek who seek to have them. They lead men into many temptations. 

They are likely to fill the heart with pride, and to chain the affections down to 

things below. "Not many mighty, not many noble are called." "A rich man will 

enter into the Kingdom of Heaven with difficulty." 

      Do you envy the rich and great? Does your heart say, "Oh I that I had their 

place, and rank, and substance?" Beware of giving way to the feeling. The very 

wealth which you admire may be gradually sinking its possessor down into hell. 

A little more money might be your ruin. Like Herod you might run into every 
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excess of wickedness and cruelty. "Take heed, and beware of covetousness." 

"Be content with such things as you have." 

      Do you think that Christ's cause depends on the power and patronage of 

princes? You are mistaken. They have seldom done much for the advancement 

of true religion. They have far more frequently been the enemies of the truth. 

"Put not your trust in princes." Those who are like Herod are many. Those who 

are like Josiah and Edward the Sixth of England are few. 

      Observe how the Lord Jesus was "a man of sorrows" even from His infancy. 

Trouble awaits Him as soon as He enters into the world. His life is in danger 

from Herod's hatred. His mother and Joseph are obliged to take Him away by 

night, and "flee into Egypt." It was only a type and figure of all His experience 

upon earth. The waves of humiliation began to beat over Him, even when He 

was a nursing child. 

      The Lord Jesus is just the Saviour that the suffering and sorrowful need. He 

knows well what we mean, when we tell Him in prayer of our troubles. He can 

sympathize with us, when we cry to Him under cruel persecution. Let us keep 

nothing back from Him. Let us make Him our bosom friend. Let us pour out our 

hearts before Him. He has had great experience of affliction. 

      Observe how death can remove the kings of this world like other men. The 

rulers of millions have no power to retain life, when the hour of their departure 

comes. The murderer of helpless infants must himself die. Joseph and Mary hear 

the tidings that "Herod is dead;" and at once they return in safety to their own 

land. 

      True Christians should never be greatly moved by the persecution of man. 

Their enemies may be strong, and they may be weak; but still they ought not to 

be afraid. They should remember that "the triumphing of the wicked is but 

short." What has become of the Pharaohs and Neros and Diocletians, who at one 

time fiercely persecuted the people of God? Where is the enmity of Charles the 

Ninth of France, and Bloody Mary of England? They did their utmost to cast the 

truth down to the ground. But the truth rose again from the earth, and still lives; 

and they are dead, and mouldering in the grave. Let not the heart of any believer 

fail. Death is a mighty leveller, and can take any mountain out of the way of 

Christ's church. "The Lord lives" forever. His enemies are only men. The truth 

shall always prevail. 

      Observe, in the last place, what a lesson of humility is taught us by the 

dwelling place of the Son of God, when He was on earth. He dwelt with His 
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mother and Joseph "in a city called Nazareth." Nazareth was a small town in 

Galilee. It was an obscure, retired place, not so much as once mentioned in the 

Old Testament. Hebron, and Shiloh, and Gibeon, and Bethel, were far more 

important places. But the Lord Jesus passed by them all, and chose Nazareth. 

This was humility. 

      In Nazareth the Lord Jesus lived thirty years. It was there He grew up from 

infancy to childhood, and from childhood to boyhood, and from boyhood to 

youth, and from youth to man's estate. We know little of the manner in which 

those thirty years were spent. That He was "subject to Mary and Joseph," we are 

expressly told. That He worked in the carpenter's shop with Joseph, is highly 

probable. We only know, that almost five sixths of the time that the Saviour of 

the world was on earth was passed among the poor of this world, and passed in 

complete retirement. Truly this was humility. 

      Let us learn wisdom from our Saviour's example. We are far too ready to 

"seek great things'' in this world. Let us seek them not. To have a place, and a 

title, and a position in society, is not nearly so important as people think. It is a 

great sin to be covetous, and worldly, and proud, and carnal-minded. But it is no 

sin to be poor. It matters not so much where we live, as what we are in the sight 

of God. Where are we going when we die? Shall we live forever in heaven? 

These are the main things to which we should attend. 

      Above all, let us daily strive to copy our Saviour's humility. Pride is the 

oldest and commonest of sins. Humility is the rarest and most beautiful of 

graces. For humility let us labour. For humility let us pray. Our knowledge may 

be scanty. Our faith may be weak. Our strength may be small. But if we are 

disciples of Him who "lived in Nazareth," let us at any rate be humble. 
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Nazareth 

Chapter 3 

3. The kingôs herald and baptism 

1-12 The Kingôs herald 

13-17 The Kingôs baptism 

MATTHEW 3:1 -12 

      In those days, John the Baptizer came, preaching in the wilderness of Judea, 

saying, "Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand!" For this is he who was 

spoken of by Isaiah the prophet, saying, "The voice of one crying in the 
wilderness, make ready the way of the Lord. Make his paths straight." 

      Now John himself wore clothing made of camel's hair, with a leather belt 

around his waist. His food was locusts and wild honey. Then people from 

Jerusalem, all of Judea, and all the region around the Jordan went out to him. 

They were baptized by him in the Jordan, confessing their sins. But when he saw 

many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming for his baptism, he said to them, 

"You offspring of vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 

Therefore bring forth fruit worthy of repentance! Don't think to yourselves, 'We 

have Abraham for our father,' for I tell you that God is able to raise up children 

to Abraham from these stones. "Even now the axe lies at the root of the trees. 

Therefore, every tree that doesn't bring forth good fruit is cut down, and cast 

into the fire. I indeed baptize you in water for repentance, but he who comes 
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after me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to carry. He will 

baptize you in the Holy Spirit. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will 

thoroughly cleanse his threshing floor. He will gather his wheat into the barn, 
but the chaff he will burn up with unquenchable fire." 

      These verses describe the ministry of John the Baptist, the forerunner of our 

Lord Jesus Christ. It is a ministry that deserves close attention. Few preachers 

ever produced such effects. "There went out to him Jerusalem, and all Judea, 

and all the region round about Jordan." None ever received such praise from the 

great Head of the Church. Jesus calls him "a burning and a shining light." The 

great Bishop of souls Himself declares, that "among those who are born of 

women there has not arisen one greater than John the Baptist." Let us then study 

the leading features of his ministry. 

      John the Baptist spoke plainly about sin. He taught the absolute necessity of 

"repentance," before anyone can be saved. He preached that repentance must be 

proved by its "fruits." He warned men not to rest on outward privileges, or 

outward union with the church. 

      This is just the teaching that we all need. We are naturally dead, and blind, 

and asleep in spiritual things. We are ready to content ourselves with a mere 

formal religion, and to flatter ourselves, that if we go to church we shall be 

saved. We need to be told, that except we "repent and are converted" we shall all 

perish. 

      John the Baptist spoke plainly about our Lord Jesus Christ. He taught people 

that one far "mightier than himself" was coming among them. He was nothing 

more than a servant--the Coming One was the King. He himself could only 

"baptize with water"--the Coming One could "baptize with the Holy Spirit," take 

away sins, and would one day judge the world. 

      This again is the very teaching that human nature requires. We need to be 

sent direct to Christ. We are all ready to stop short of this. We want to rest in our 

union with the church, regular use of the sacraments, and diligent attendance on 

an established ministry. We ought to be told the absolute necessity of union with 

Christ Himself by faith. He is the appointed fountain of mercy, grace, life, and 

peace. We must each have personal dealings with Him about our souls. What do 

we know of the Lord Jesus? What have we got from Him? These are the 

questions on which our salvation hinges. 
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      John the Baptist spoke plainly about the Holy Spirit. He preached that there 

was such a thing as the baptism of the Holy Spirit. He taught that it was the 

special office of the Lord Jesus to give it to men. 

This again is a teaching which we greatly require. We need to be told that 

forgiveness of sin is not the only thing necessary to salvation. There is another 

thing yet; and that is the baptizing of our hearts by the Holy Spirit. There must 

not only be the work of Christ FOR us, but the work of the Holy Spirit IN us. 

There must not only be a title to heaven by the blood of Christ, but a 

preparedness for heaven wrought in us by the Spirit of Christ. Let us never rest 

until we know something by experience of the baptism of the Spirit. The 

baptism of water is a great privilege. But let us see to it that we have also the 

baptism of the Holy Spirit. 

      John the Baptist spoke plainly about the dreadful danger of the impenitent 

and unbelieving. He told his hearers that there was a "wrath to come." He 

preached of an "unquenchable fire," in which the chaff would one day be 

burned. 

      This again is a teaching which is deeply important. We need to be straitly 

warned, that it is no light matter whether we repent or not. We need to be 

reminded, that there is a hell as well as a heaven, and an everlasting punishment 

for the wicked, as well as everlasting life for the godly. We are fearfully apt to 

forget this. We talk of the love and mercy of God, and we do not remember 

sufficiently His justness and holiness. Let us be very careful on this point. It is 

no real kindness to keep back the terrors of the Lord. It is good for us all to be 

taught that it is possible to be lost forever, and that all unconverted people are 

hanging over the brink of the pit. 

      In the last place, John the Baptist spoke plainly about the safety of true 

believers. He taught, that there was "a barn" for all who are Christ's wheat, and 

that they would be gathered together there in the day of his appearing. 

      This again is a teaching which human nature greatly requires. The best of 

believers need much encouragement. They are yet in the body. They live in a 

wicked world. They are often tempted by the devil. They ought to be often 

reminded, that Jesus will never leave them nor forsake them. He will guide them 

safely through this life, and at length give them eternal glory. They shall be 

hidden in the day of wrath. They shall be safe as Noah in the ark. 

      Let these things sink down deeply into our hearts. We live in a day of much 

false teaching. Let us never forget the leading features of a faithful ministry. 
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Happy would it have been for the Church of Christ, if all its ministers had been 

more like John the Baptist! 

      MATTHEW 3:13 -17 

 

Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to John, to be baptized by him. But 

John would have hindered him, saying, "I need to be baptized by you, and you 
come to me?" 

      But Jesus, answering, said to him, "Allow it now, for this is the fitting way 

for us to fulfil  all righteousness." Then he allowed him. Jesus, when he was 

baptized, went up directly from the water: and behold, the heavens were opened 

to him. He saw the Spirit of God descending as a dove, and coming on him. 

Behold, a voice out of the heavens said, "This is my beloved Son, with whom I 
am well pleased." 

      You have here the account of our Lord Jesus Christ's baptism. This was His 

first step, when He entered on His ministry. When the Jewish priests took up 

their office at the age of thirty, they were washed with water. When our great 

High Priest begins the great work He came into the world to accomplish, He is 

publicly baptized. 

      Let us learn from these verses to regard the sacrament of baptism with 

reverence. An ordinance of which the Lord Jesus Himself partook, is not to be 

lightly esteemed. An ordinance to which the great Head of the Church 

submitted, ought to be ever honourable in the eyes of professing Christians. 

      There are few subjects in religion on which greater mistakes have arisen than 

baptism. There are few which require so much fencing and guarding. Let us arm 

our minds with two general cautions. 
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      Let us beware on the one hand, that we do not attach a SUPERSTITIOUS 

importance to the water of baptism. We must not expect that water to act as a 

charm. We must not suppose that all baptized people as a matter of course 

receive the grace of God, in the moment that they are baptized. To say that all 

who come to baptism obtain like and equal benefit--and that it matters not a jot 

whether they come with faith and prayer, or in utter carelessness, to say such 

things appears to contradict the plainest lessons of Scripture. 

      Let us beware on the other hand, that we do not DISHONOUR the 

sacrament of baptism. It is dishonoured when it is thrust out of sight, and never 

publicly noticed in the congregation. A sacrament ordained by Christ Himself 

ought not to be treated in this way. The admission of every new member into the 

ranks of the visible church, whether young or grown up, is an event which ought 

to excite a lively interest in a Christian assembly. It is an event that ought to call 

forth the fervent prayers of all praying people. The more deeply we are 

convinced that baptism and grace are not inseparably tied together, the more we 

ought to feel bound to join in prayer for a blessing, whenever any one is 

baptized. 

      The baptism of our Lord Jesus Christ was attended by circumstances of 

peculiar solemnity. Such a baptism never will be again, so long as the world 

stands. 

      We are told of the presence of all three people of the blessed Trinity. God 

the Son, manifest in the flesh, is baptized. God the Spirit descends like a dove, 

and lights upon Him. God the Father speaks from heaven with a voice. In a word 

we have the manifested presence of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Surely we may 

regard this as a public announcement, that the work of Christ was the result of 

the eternal counsels of all the Three. It was the whole Trinity, which at the 

beginning of creation said, "let us make man." It was the whole Trinity again, 

which at the beginning of the Gospel seemed to say, "let us save man." 

      We are told of "a voice from heaven" at our Lord's baptism. This was a 

circumstance of singular solemnity. We read of no voice from heaven before 

this, except at the giving of the law on Sinai. Both occasions were of peculiar 

importance. It therefore seemed good to our Father in heaven to mark both with 

peculiar honour. At the introduction both of the law and Gospel, He Himself 

speaks. 

      How striking and deeply instructive are the Father's words! "This is my 

beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased." He declares, in these words, that 

Jesus is the divine Saviour sealed and appointed from all eternity to carry out the 
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work of redemption. He proclaims, that He accepts Him as the Mediator 

between God and man. He seems to publish to the world, that He is satisfied 

with Him as the propitiation, the substitute, the ransom-payer for the lost family 

of Adam, and the Head of a redeemed people. In Him He sees His holy "law 

magnified and made honourable." Through Him He can "be just, and yet the 

justifier of the ungodly." (Rom. 3:26.) 

      May we ponder these words well! They are full of rich food for thought. 

They are full of peace, joy, comfort and consolation, for all who have fled for 

refuge to the Lord Jesus Christ, and committed their souls to Him for salvation. 

Such may rejoice in the thought, that though in themselves sinful, yet in God's 

sight they are counted righteous. The Father regards them as members of His 

beloved Son. He sees in them no spot, and for His son's sake is "well pleased." 

(Ephes. 1:6.) 

 

 

 

Jesus testing time in the wilderness 

 


