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Have you noticed that most of our struggles with praying… circle around 

the same two themes:  #1. why God doesn't act the way we want God to, 

and  #2. why I don't act the way God wants me to… ? 

Those of us who have been to Men’s Round-Up… were treated back in the 

1980’s… to hearing popular Christian author and speaker Tony Compolo.  

He has a story that he tells about one of his visits to Oregon. 

I was in a church in Oregon not too long ago, and I prayed for a man 
who had cancer. In the middle of the week, I got a telephone call from 
his wife. She said, "You prayed for my husband. He had cancer." I 
said, "Had?" Whoa, I thought, it's happened. 

She said, "He died." I felt terrible.  

She continued, "Don't feel bad. When he came into that church that 
Sunday he was filled with anger. He knew he was going to be dead in 
a short period of time, and he hated God. He was 58 years old, and 
he wanted to see his children and grandchildren grow up. He was 
angry that this all-powerful God didn't take away his sickness and 
heal him. He would lie in bed and curse God. The more his anger 
grew towards God, the more miserable he was to everybody around 
him. It was an awful thing to be in his presence. After you prayed for 
him, a peace had come over him and a joy had come into him. Tony, 
the last three days have been the best days of our lives. We've sung. 
We've laughed. We've read Scripture. We prayed. Oh, they've been 
wonderful days. And I called to thank you for laying your hands on 
him and praying for healing.  

And then she said something incredibly profound. She said, "He 
wasn't cured, but he was healed." 

Have you ever had God say “yes” to a specific prayer? … You probably 

have. …  (At least I hope you have.) … But have you ever had God say 

“yes” one day… and then the next day… or week… or month… you are 

confronted with a new crisis…  and you doubt God’s care and 

competence?  
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With shame… I have to admit… what it is too common with me… that a 

need arises… and I have not yet prayed for what I need… but God 

provides miraculously anyway. He knows what I need before I ask… and 

He gives what I need before I ask. (You may say… what is so shameful 

about that…?  That is great!) That is not the shameful part. … What comes 

next is…   The very next time a crisis comes… I open my mouth to God in 

prayer (if it can be called that) only because it is full of grumbling… 

complaining… and doubt. “God, how am I possibly to deal with this?” 

This is what we will find in this morning’s passage – spiritual amnesia – and 

Christ will rebuke His disciples for it. … We need to feel the sting of Christ’s 

rebuke… ourselves… don’t we…?  

As we open the 16th chapter of Matthew this morning… we are about to be 

warned about TWO dangers.  … The second one is what I am calling 

“spiritual amnesia.”  … But before we get to that… Jesus has another 

warning for us… and this one is just as dangerous.  … It is the false 

teaching… of the Pharisees and the Sadducees…  which Jesus calls 

“leaven”.  … We will see that this “leaven” still exists in our churches today.  

Christ’s warning will be to us… just as much as it was to His 12 disciples.    

Matthew 16 begins on the western shore of the Sea of Galilee in the region 

of Magadan.  Jesus and His men have just returned from Gentile country… 

and are now back in Jewish territory.  

You may recall from last week that Jesus was stretching His disciples… by 

taking them on a short-term mission trip.  He was teaching them what 

spiritual purity actually is… by doing for the Gentiles (who the disciples saw 
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as impure)… the same miracles He did for the Jews (who were considered 

pure… and therefore worthy.)   He even repeated His miracle of feeding 

THOUSANDS with seven loaves of bread and a few small fish… and 

having even more leftovers that when He performed it for the Jews. … 

Then in the final verse of Matthew chapter 15… Jesus got into a boat with 

His disciples and came back into Jewish territory… and as soon as He 

did… He was greeted by a group of Pharisees and Sadducees. It's as if 

they were waiting to pounce on Him again.  

Matthew 15:39 – 16:1 

Now… in order to understand Jesus' exchange with these leaders… as 

well as His interaction with His own disciples… it will be helpful to identify 

the cast of characters… in this narrative. 

The first two groups on the scene in Matthew 16 were the Pharisees and 

the Sadducees. These groups represented the Sanhedrin, a Jewish 

council that essentially ruled over various spheres of Jewish life. They had 

likely been sent as an official delegation to confront and question Jesus. 

The Pharisees and Sadducees are a strange coalition of antagonists to 

come to Jesus to test him by asking for a sign from heaven. The Pharisees 

and Sadducees were at the opposite poles of the Jewish religious 

spectrum. It would be like the Israeli national soccer team getting together 

with the Iranian team to eat pig’s feet while they cheer for the U.S. in the 

World Cup.  

What are these two doing together — the overly ritualistic… with the overly 

rationalistic… the super-serious with the super-sophisticated… the legalist 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Mt+16
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with the modernist…? … …  They are together because Jesus was a threat 

to them — (that is) their religious power — and so they come together 

corporately… to deal with him. … As has been said… two dogs will fight 

each other until a rabbit runs by. … Then they will both chase the rabbit. 

Jesus was the rabbit! … Hostilities towards each other were suspended in 

their shared hostility to Jesus. 

Now here is what you need to keep in mind… when we see Jesus warn His 

disciples about the leaven of the Scribes and Pharisees.  (Please 

remember what I am about to tell you for when we come to that.) 

The Pharisees were the fundamentalists of their day. Everything was 

literal… and they lived by the minutest detail of law. … To protect them 

from breaking the real law… they built protective fences around it to 

prevent them coming close. … If they had lived in a day when a speed limit 

on the road was seventy miles an hour… they would have made it 

mandatory to not exceed sixty miles an hour… to prevent themselves from 

coming close to breaking the real law. They were legalists par excellence! 

The very name "Pharisees" means "separated ones"… and they had 

basically set themselves apart by their rigid devotion to God's law and their 

own teachings… and in the process… they were guilty of basing their 

status before God on their own rigid obedience to the law… and their 

made-up traditions. … These men were the self-appointed protectors of the 

law…  and especially their traditions that had developed over the centuries. 

… They were marked by self-righteousness: asserting themselves in the 

face of God. … In chapter 15, we saw that the Pharisees had taken their 
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traditions and teachings and elevated them to the place of God's Word 

(even trumping God's Word in some instances). 

So that is who the Pharisees were. … But… at least the Pharisees believed 

in angels… demons… the resurrection of the body… the supernatural and 

the after-life. … (You see)… Sadducees believed in none of this. They saw 

themselves as rational sceptics about such things. 

The Sadducees were quite a bit different.  They were marked by self-

indulgence… (pleasing themselves apart from God.) … The Sadducees 

were predominantly from the wealthy class of Jewish people. "Hey, this life 

is all there is, so let's make the most of it," and they had the means to do 

so. Many of them scammed their fellow Jews and made fortunes on temple 

concessions… grossly unfair money-changing… and made-up ritual 

sacrifice requirements. 

They were known for pursuing both political and social approval and power. 

… They advocated compliance with Rome… placing their Jewish heritage 

on a lesser scale of importance… (anything to keep themselves in power.) 

Their political philosophy promoted political expediency over religious 

commitment. … They were the elite thinkers… the religious rationalists of 

their day. … … … … … … Matthew 16:1… again… 

Matthew 16:1 

The times were alive with signs. Day after day… week after week… month 

after month… the Lord had performed signs and wonders and miracles 

without number. … He had healed the sick… opened the eyes of the 

blind… made the mute speak and the lame walk… cleansed lepers… and 
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cast out demons. … He had turned water into wine… stilled the storm… 

walked on waves… and fed hungry multitudes. … No case had been too 

hard for Him. … He had even raised the dead.  

When in all of history had there been so many marvelous signs? 

But all these mighty miracles… they rejected! … According to their 

blasphemous opinion… the Lord had performed them in league with 

Beelzebub (Satan).  

They say…  

“Give us a heavenly sign. Yes, we’ve seen the earthly signs. You 
turned bread into more bread, but we want to see you turn the moon 
into blood. Enough with healing the sick, feeding the poor, and 
dealing with those of a lesser spiritual caste; show us something 
spectacular in the sky! You’ve made some God-sized claims for 
Yourself so we want a God-sized sign. We’ll take the sun standing 
still, a starless night sky, lightning that strikes a few trees that then fall 
and spell out M for Messiah. Hey, we’ll even take a voice from 
Heaven. Just give us a voice, somebody up there saying, ‘This is my 
beloved Son, listen to him.’” 

But what they ask for in verse 1… flies in the face of Jesus’ Person and 

mission. … He has not come to show off his superpowers… but to 

demonstrate the power and justice and love of God His death on a cross. 

And while He lives… He will never perform just to prove Himself.  

(Which now raises the question.) … Do you want to see from God and hear 

from God?  

Here’s how it works… according to what we have already studied in 

Matthew chapters 8-15:  You must come in faith first. And then let the 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Mt+16%3A1
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fireworks begin. No faith - no fireworks. … Do you remember how chapter 

13 ended…? 

Matthew 13:58 (ESV)  
And he did not do many mighty works there, because of their 
unbelief. 

No faith - no heavenly voice. … No faith - no manna in the wilderness. … 

No faith - no sky-filled wonders for you from this Messiah. … So for those 

of us today: no faith – no special miracle personalized for you to have faith.  

It doesn’t work that way. … (LISTEN!)… Miracles will give confirmation 

where there is faith… but not where there is willful unbelief. 

This was the last time the rulers came to Him… before He made a final 

break with them… and with the nation… and with the multitudes.  From 

here on… we see Jesus devote Himself entirely to preparing His disciples 

for the cross. 

At this point… Jesus looked back at them and started talking about the 

weather. … These men could discern the weather… based on the color of 

the sky — a red sky in the evening meant fair weather… while a red sky in 

the morning meant bad weather — but they couldn't interpret the signs of 

the times. 

Matthew 16:2-3 

So… they could tell the weather—isn’t that still the world’s 

preoccupation?—but they couldn’t tell time. They knew if it was going to 

storm or not, but they couldn’t tell that the fullness of time was upon them, 

that the King of the kingdom of the heavens was here. And in this way they 

are so like some of our friends, coworkers, and neighbors. They worry 
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about whether or not it’s going to rain tomorrow, but they don’t give a single 

serious thought about Jesus and his death and resurrection. 

The Pharisees and Sadducees did not lack evidence. … They lacked 

honesty and humility. … Jesus criticized these religious leaders because 

they were all focused on temporal matters. They could discern weather 

patterns… yet they were all blind to eternal realities.  

They paid so much attention to things like changing weather conditions… 

that they were missing epoch-making changes in the history of mankind…  

Could they not see? … God had broken into the world… coming as a 

man… to usher in the prophesied Kingdom… as He healed the sick… 

raised-up the dead… cast out demons… and quieted storms…  … Christ's 

entire earthly ministry was evidence of the victory of God over sin. ... All of 

this was being done right before their eyes… and the Pharisees and 

Sadducees were missing it. 

Matthew 16:4 

Do you want a sign… Pharisees and Sadducees? … Do you want a sign 

weather-watchers of our world? … Here’s a sign — the sign of Jonah. … 

That’s the sign to look for! … Remember Jonah — his self-sacrifice (“throw 

me overboard”)… his burial in the waters (he’s as good as dead)… but then 

his deliverance from death (the big fish—salvation!)… and then remember 

his proclamation to the Gentiles… the Ninevites (the Gentiles of the 

Gentiles). … … “Think about Jonah. Then watch Me!  Watch whatI will do! 

Just watch and see!  …See if it all fits with Moses and the Prophets. See if 

it fits with the promises of God. See if it fits with the pattern of the prophet 
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Jonah. … You want a heavenly sign. You’re looking at Him—the heavenly 

Son of God come down to earth!” 

Scripture affirms God's patience… but also… that there is a limit to His 

patience with sinful humanity. … Noah and the Flood affirm this. 

Genesis 6:3 (ESV)  
Then the LORD said, “My Spirit shall not abide in man forever, for he 
is flesh: his days shall be 120 years.” 

God gave His warning… and then came the flood. …  This reality is seen 

again here in this passage… when Jesus turned and walked away from the 

religious and legal leaders of the Jewish people.  

During many encounters… Jesus had debated with them… He carefully 

explained and corrected their faulty perceptions. … But not this time. This 

time… He simply turned and walked away. … Jesus held the authority. … 

The religious leaders did not call the shots… though they thought they did. 

Furthermore… Christ knew that He was the rightful Son of God… yet in 

this case… He chose not to project Himself in an assertive manner.  …He 

chose meekness — strength under control — in the face of opposition. 

How do we respond in similar situations? … Do we imitate Christ by 

responding with meekness… and by being confident in truth…? …  Or do 

we respond according to our flesh… feeling as though we must "win" the 

debate…? …  In this passage… we see how actions… truly can speak 

louder than words. 

With this parting denunciation the Lord turned His back on the Pharisees 

and Sadducees and walked away. Never again did He talk publicly or work 
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a miracle in those parts. … The focus now shifts from the Pharisees and 

Sadducees… to the disciples in verse 5. 

Matthew 16:5-6 

Verse 5 is the disciple’s mindset.  … Verse 6 is Christ’s.  They were not 

thinking alike.  Jesus had fed a large crowd the day before. … Now He had 

just challenged and warned the Pharisees and the Sadducees about their 

continued disbelief. … Then He turned and walked away from them. … 

Jesus had His mind on the danger that these men represented. … The 

disciples (however)… were thinking about their empty bellies. They had 

forgotten to take any bread with them when they left the large crowd and 

rowed across the Sea of Galilee… and their stomachs were beginning to 

grumble. 

As I noted when we studied Matthew 13… leaven was to the Jews a 

symbol of evil. … As yeast spreads all through the dough… and is in 

Scripture a consistent picture of evil… so the yeast' of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees… if absorbed by the disciples… would infiltrate and create 

havoc.    

Christ warns them about a substance that cannot be seen very well.  It’s a 

hidden substance… a substance that is hard to perceive is there. But it 

sure has a definite effect.  … Like drops of an odorless… colorless poison 

in a glass of champagne — one sip doesn’t kill… but drinking the glass dry 

will. Not immediately but eventually you’re dead. This is why the word 

“understand” (or “understood” or “perceive”) is used several times in our 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Mt+16%3A5
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text. Watch out for the leaven. See what is hard to see, but you need to 

see. 

What then is this leaven? What are we looking to avoid? What does this 

leaven look like? 

The Pharisees were legalists… who elevated their own manufactured rules 

to the same level as God’s Holy Word. … The Sadducees were liberal in 

their thinking… and denied so much of what Scripture clearly teaches.  

Christ is warning about adding to Scripture… which we see in the 

Pharisees…  and He was warning against the rationalizing away 

(subtracting) from Scripture… which we find in the Sadducees.   

J. C. Ryle wrote: 

Let us remember that we live in a world where Pharisaism and 
Sadduceeism are continually striving for the mastery in the church of 
Christ. Some want to add to the Gospel, and some want to take away 
from it; some would bury it, and some would pare it down to nothing; 
some would stifle it by heaping on additions, and some would bleed it 
to death by subtraction from its truths. Both parties agree only in one 
respect: both would kill and destroy the life of Christianity if they 
succeeded in having their own way. Against both errors let us watch 
and pray, and stand on guard. Let us not add to the Gospel, to please 
the modern Pharisee; let us not subtract from the Gospel, to please 
the modern Sadducee. Let our principle be “the truth, the whole truth, 
and nothing but the truth”: nothing added to it, and nothing taken 
away.  

Ryle is exactly right. We must watch out for this. We must watch others, 

watch ourselves. Are we staying on the line of Scripture, or are we straying 

above it (legalism) or below it (liberalism), above it (perfectionism) or below 

it (antinomianism), above it (traditionalism) or below it (pragmatism)? 
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But there is something even more basic that also serves as a warning to 

us. … What did both of these groups have in common…?  You see… I 

think Jesus is also warning about another tendency that you and I are often 

tempted to engage in. … … It is wanting more from Jesus than what He 

has offered to give… or in our case more than He has given. … It’s the 

attitude… for example… so prevalent in the world and sadly so prevalent in 

the church that says… “Give me something more lively than the life of 

Christ. Give me something more powerful than the passion of Christ. Give 

me something more dynamic than the death of Christ. Give me something 

more relevant than the resurrection of Christ.” 

Spiritually immature people always want “more” of the wrong thing. They 

are not satisfied with the Bread from Heaven. They are “not satisfied with 

the sufficiency of the suffering and resurrected Jesus.” … They consider 

“simple faith in the crucified and risen Lord himself to be ... merely milk; not 

meat; appetizers, not the meal.”  

But let me tell you… how wrong they are. The person of Jesus and His 

work — His death and resurrection especially — that’s the milk… water… 

juicy Tri-tip… filet mignon… and a big slice of apple pie thrown in. That’s 

the full substance of our faith.  

So… watch out for the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees. This 

leaven is alive and rising still today… working its way through the church. 

Beware of going above or below the line of Scripture… and beware of 

wanting more from God than Jesus and his death and resurrection. 
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Getting back to our passage… now… This is what Christ was thinking.  But 

the disciples were not on the same wave-length with Him. 

Matthew 16:7 

Dr. Kent Hughes writes: 

I envision the scene like this. It’s like a husband and wife driving, 
taking a needed getaway, and the husband crosses onto a 
drawbridge, and suddenly he feels and he sees that the bridge is 
rising. So he turns to his wife and shouts, “We have to do something; 
we’re going to plunge into the river!” And she replies, “You know 
what, I forgot to pack my swimsuit and the suntan lotion.” His warning 
went in one ear and out the other. There is real danger ahead, but 
she’s heard only enough of his warning to think of some temporal 
need. 

Let me paraphrase Jesus’ response to them: 

“I know that you forgot to bring some of the leftovers from yesterday’s 
feeding… you knuckleheads! … I don’t care about that… and neither 
should you! … You forgot ME !  You forgot what I did twice in the past 
two months…” 

But here it is in Matthew’s version… 

Matthew 16:8-10 

This is “Spiritual amnesia”… isn’t it…?  Just like we talked about as we 

started today.  We are prone to this ourselves. 

The faith we all need… if we want to grow… is a faith that looks to the 

future — trusting God will work again — because it looks back into 

history… remembering (not forgetting) what God has already done. 
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Matthew 16:11-12 

Finally… they understood! … At last… the disciples moved from their 

immediate concern for some bread to eat… to the more important issue of 

the Pharisees and the Sadducees' flawed and misleading teachings. …  

Spiritual matters are of far greater importance than physical matters. 

This conversation with His disciples was not a unique occurrence during 

Jesus' three-year ministry among these chosen men. … There were many 

times when the disciples simply did not grasp what Jesus was trying to 

teach them. … They lived with Jesus every day… walking with Him and 

discussing… both… their immediate physical needs… and their eternal 

home.  … But still… they struggled to comprehend what Jesus was saying 

to them. … Instead… they were deeply ensnared in their day-to-day 

concerns.  

Still… Jesus never stopped His teaching but kept reminding them of the 

marvelous things He had done. … He then demanded that they look 

beyond the merely physical phenomena… and see the One Who had 

created the miracles.  

Spiritual matters are of far greater importance than physical matters. 

Likewise… we also can become so entangled in our daily lives that there is 

little time for Jesus to speak to us through his Word. … Many of us have 

convinced ourselves that if we attend church a couple of times a week… 

we have all the spiritual nourishment we need. 
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Jesus… through the words of Scripture… consistently and repeatedly 

points us away from our immediate concerns… and directs our thinking 

toward matters of eternal consequence. … In this way… Jesus teaches us 

through our limitations and daily concerns… just as He did His disciples so 

many years ago. 

Spiritual matters are of far greater importance than physical matters. 

Are we smarter than the disciples were? … Are we more spiritually-oriented 

than they were? … Do we really think that a couple of hours a week feeds 

and nourishes the needs of our souls?  

Instead… we should seek those quiet moments with His Word… and let 

His words of life and freedom from sin… wash over us… bathing us in the 

glow of His presence… and the joy of His grace. … … This is the escape 

route from the two dangers that Christ warns about in today’s passage. 

The first danger was to be aware and avoid the leaven (or the false 

teaching of the Sadducees and the Pharisees.)  Do not add and do not 

subtract from Scripture.  Do not seek after more of the wrong thing.  Filling 

our lives with His Holy Word keeps us from that. 

The second danger was to avoid forgetfulness.  Do not forget what God 

has done in the past – especially the mighty works of Christ. Fill your mind 

with Scripture.  Let it remind you of what He is currently doing in… and 

around you.  Pay closer attention to that.  Thank Him everyday for every 

blessing that you can observe from that day… or that week.  

 


