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Text 
Jesus left there and went along the Sea of Galilee. Then he went up on a mountainside and sat down. 30 

Great crowds came to him, bringing the lame, the blind, the crippled, the mute and many others, and laid 

them at his feet; and he healed them. 31 The people were amazed when they saw the mute speaking, the 

crippled made well, the lame walking and the blind seeing. And they praised the God of Israel. 32 Jesus 

called his disciples to him and said, "I have compassion for these people; they have already been with me 

three days and have nothing to eat. I do not want to send them away hungry, or they may collapse on the 

way." 33 His disciples answered, "Where could we get enough bread in this remote place to feed such a 

crowd?" 34 "How many loaves do you have?" Jesus asked. "Seven," they replied, "and a few small fish." 35 

He told the crowd to sit down on the ground. 36 Then he took the seven loaves and the fish, and when he 

had given thanks, he broke them and gave them to the disciples, and they in turn to the people. 37 They all 

ate and were satisfied. Afterward the disciples picked up seven basketfuls of broken pieces that were left 

over. 38 The number of those who ate was four thousand, besides women and children. 39 After Jesus had 

sent the crowd away, he got into the boat and went to the vicinity of Magadan. 

16:1 The Pharisees and Sadducees came to Jesus and tested him by asking him to show them a sign from 

heaven. 2 He replied, "When evening comes, you say, 'It will be fair weather, for the sky is red,' 3 and in 

the morning, 'Today it will be stormy, for the sky is red and overcast.' You know how to interpret the 

appearance of the sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times. 4 A wicked and adulterous 

generation looks for a miraculous sign, but none will be given it except the sign of Jonah." Jesus then left 

them and went away. 5 When they went across the lake, the disciples forgot to take bread. 6 "Be careful," 

Jesus said to them. "Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees." 7 They discussed 

this among themselves and said, "It is because we didn't bring any bread." 8 Aware of their discussion, 

Jesus asked, "You of little faith, why are you talking among yourselves about having no bread? 9 Do you 

still not understand? Don't you remember the five loaves for the five thousand, and how many basketfuls 

you gathered? 10 Or the seven loaves for the four thousand, and how many basketfuls you gathered? 11 

How is it you don't understand that I was not talking to you about bread? But be on your guard against the 

yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees." 12 Then they understood that he was not telling them to guard 

against the yeast used in bread, but against the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

 

Introduction 
 Imagine it’s the year 1844 and you’re part of an exploration comprised of some of 

the best geologists and cutting edge archaeologists as well as common servants for the 

cooking and the carrying.  Some of the participants may have their own political 

persuasions and hopes for the outcome of this journey and others might have seemingly 

opposite goals, but everyone is together in this and you find yourselves wandering for 

several days in an arid region.  Everything around you is brown, dry, dust.  Mile after 

mile.  Eventually the water supply runs out.  The canteens are empty, your tongue feels 
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like a cotton ball in your mouth, fellows are fainting, vultures are beginning to circle 

overhead. 

 But then you all see a green patch along the side of a cliff.  You go towards it and 

it turns out not to be a mirage!  There’s a waterfall coming out of the rock face – a spring 

of fresh, cool water feeding an oasis.  Some, most of them the manual laborers, dive into 

the pool and begin drinking the clear, clean water; splashing in it like a baby in a bathtub.  

Others – the scholars and scientists, disregarding their dehydration, seek to climb the rock 

to find the source of the aquifer or begin to gather test samples to analyze its pH balance 

and mineral content.  They refuse to just sit under the refreshing flow and slurp it in and 

soak in it, they must rise above it to analyze it and test it.  Still others, maybe you’re part 

of this crowd, sip skeptically and constantly say things like, “I should have packed more 

water.  I can’t believe I wasn’t prepared well enough!”  “I’m embarrassed that I got so 

weak so easily.”  Or, “I could have made it a little farther than he did.” 

 What’s going on here?  The “smartest” are showing themselves to be the stupidest 

– suicidal really.  Then there are the silly ones who are still self-absorbed, sheepish, 

worrying about what it says about them to be so thirsty.  The seemingly obvious response 

in this situation is seen in those who unabashedly slake their thirst under the spring, who 

opened wide their mouths and were satisfied, who showered in the pure water gushing 

continuously from the mountain. 

 This is kind of what we see in today’s text.  Jesus is a never-ending supply of 

compassion and mercy that extends to anyone and everyone.  That’s what we see in the 

Feeding of the Four Thousand.  But there are people who refuse to come to him and have 

life; instead they seek to test Jesus and stand over him.  We see this in the Pharisees and 

Sadducess in 16:1-4.  And yet even the disciples of Jesus are hesitant, weak in faith, not 

fully understanding what they have in Jesus and therefore in need of a warning against 

the contagious approach of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

 So let’s look more closely at this text before us today and as we do what I want to 

drive home to you in short is just this: Jesus is the sole, self-sufficient, satisfying, 

source of salvation, so submit to Him! 
 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Gentiles 

 If you’ve been with us as we’ve been going through Matthew’s Gospel you may 

be thinking – “Didn’t we already do this part?”  Well in chapter 14 there was The 

Feeding of the Five Thousand, but this is The Feeding of the Four Thousand.  There are a 

lot of similarities (hungry people, small amount of fish and bread, Jesus gives thanks and 

gives the food to his disciples to distribute and huge numbers of people end up eating 

their fill).  To some the story sounds far-fetched to begin with and then when it seems to 

appear a second time they begin to doubt even more Mathew’s credibility as a writer of 

history. 

 But there are enough significant differences and details to cause one to believe 

that there really were two separate events of miraculous feedings.  The numbers are 

different (5,000 vs. 4,000).  The initial amount of material is different (5 loaves and 2 fish 

vs. 7 loaves and a few small fish).  The amount of leftovers is different (12 basketfuls vs. 

7).  The situation is different (more on that in a second, but notice that these people this 
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time have been around for 3 days).  And it appears to be a different time of year (spring 

for the 5,000 – green “grass” (14:19) vs. late summer for the 4,000 – hard “ground” 

(15:35).  They are similar, no doubt, but Matthew is being careful to show us that these 

are two separate events. 

 The purposes of these two accounts are different too.  If you remember Matthew 

seemed to be highlighting the disciples’ inability and yet inclusion in the mercy ministry 

of Jesus with The Feeding of the Five Thousand.  That doesn’t seem to be Matthew’s 

point this time.  This time the emphasis is squarely on Jesus.  The setting has changed.  

Jesus is in Gentile territory.  We saw him go there last week and noted that though his 

mission was primarily to the Jews, his grace was breaking out to places and people who 

were far off – a precursor to the Gentile mission of the church, but also a display that 

Jesus is bursting at the seams with grace. 

 Last week Jesus healed the Canaanite woman’s daughter on his vacation to 

Phoenicia after an interchange that allowed her to acknowledge her complete 

undeservedness.  But Jesus is not turned away by undeservedness, is he?  Rather he 

commends that as the only prerequisite for receiving his grace. 

Now we read “he left there and went along the Sea of Galilee” (15:29).  We tend 

to think of the Sea of Galilee as being part of Jewish territory, but only one side of it was.  

The eastern side was non-Jewish.  And Mark’s account of this period has Jesus leaving 

the region of Tyre and Sidon (Phoenicia, where the Canaanite woman was) and going 

“down to the Sea of Galilee and into the region of the Decapolis” (Mk. 7:31) – a 

conglomeration of ten Greek cities.  So Mark puts Jesus still in Gentile land, but even 

here in Matthew we have indications that Jesus was with Gentiles.  After he heals many 

people, the response in v. 31 is that “they praised the God of Israel.”  Wow!  The Jewish 

God is amazing!  Jesus is withdrawing from his primary and proper ministry to the Jews, 

the chosen people, the nation that God had redeemed and revealed himself to and 

covenanted with for nearly two millennia, and yet still there is plenty of crumbs to give to 

the Gentiles.  Crumbs here conjure up abundance, not scarcity. 

 In fact, there are enough to feed four thousand plus, with still leftovers.  Jesus 

healed the lame, the blind, the crippled, and the mute.  And then after three days he 

notices there is another need.  He took the initiative and “called his disciples to him and 

said, ‘I have compassion for these people; they have already been with me three days and 

have nothing to eat.  I do not want to send them away hungry, or they may collapse on 

the way’” (15:32).  “I have compassion for these people.”  We are told in many places 

about Jesus’ compassion.  As one person has commented – “Of all the feelings 

experienced by our Lord when upon earth, there is none so often mentioned as 

‘compassion’… this was the distinguishing feature of His character.”
1
  And yet it’s 

always a description about him in the third person.  Here is the one occasion where we 

get to hear his very words in the first person – “I have compassion for these people.”  

There’s something different about reading a description in an article about your husband 

or dad – “He loved his wife and children” – compared to hearing in his own voice – “I 

love you,” isn’t there?  Jesus said, “I have compassion.” 

 And the story goes pretty much like The Feeding of the Five Thousand.  I won’t 

spend much time on it.  Jesus supernaturally multiplies the feeble resources into a feast of 

massive proportions.  There are more than enough crumbs for the Gentiles too!  There is 
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an infinite supply in Jesus.  He is full of compassion that keeps breaking out.  He just 

keeps giving and giving and giving. 

 And that’s what I want to try to elaborate on for a bit here.  I want us to just 

ponder the infinite overflow that is Christ.  We see hints of it here and throughout the 

Gospel stories but John’s Gospel gives us some of the best behind the scenes looks at the 

true identity of Jesus.  In John 1 we are told that Jesus is the Incarnation of the pre-

existent Word of God, who was God and was with God from before all worlds, in the 

beginning.  And we read: “Through him all things were made; without him nothing was 

made that has been made” (Jn. 1:3).  You see, the Triune God (Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit) is so full that creation itself, Jonathan Edwards argued, is just an overflow of 

God’s abundance without causing any lack in himself, as water overflows from a 

fountain.  And Jesus in his pre-incarnate state was in on that, that creative overflow.  

Through him God the Father “made the universe” (Heb. 1:2).  Creation itself is a grace.  

It’s not a necessity.  There was no need, no external demand for God to make, he just 

overflowed with grace to make creatures that could know and enjoy his spectacular, 

infinite glory. 

 Paul puts it this way in Colossians – “For by him [that is, Christ] all things were 

created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or 

rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him.”  And then what’s more, 

he adds – “He is before all things, and in him all things hold together” (Col. 1:16-17).  In 

Jesus, all things consists.  “He upholds the universe by the word of his power” (Heb. 1:3; 

ESV).  So not just a one-time spin off, but God the Son continually keeps the world 

spinning.  He is right now at this very moment sustaining all that is from the farthest 

quasars to the tiniest quarks.  If he no longer continued to will the world to continue or if 

he ran out of juice like a star burning up, then everything would instantly cease to be, 

without even a memory of its existence.  But he never runs dry, never is depleted even in 

the least, always gives.  This is “Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and through 

whom we live” (1Cor. 8:6)!  Every breath we take, every move we make is owing to the 

overflowing, never-ending grace of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 This is amazing enough and should inspire us to marvel at the sheer, 

incomparable, unparalleled glory of the Triune God.  But the fact is that it does not.  It 

has not.  We, every one of us, has turned away from this God and sought foolishly to be 

God, the center and source of the universe.  Even God’s own people continually did this.  

Listen to how the prophet Jeremiah described it – “My people have committed two sins: 

They have forsaken me, the spring of living water, and have dug their own cisterns, 

broken cisterns that cannot hold water” (Jer. 2:13).  That’s a description of Jews, but it is 

inarguably true of the Gentiles too, those who were left to their own desires apart from 

special revelation.  Romans 1 says that “although they knew God, they neither glorified 

him as God nor gave thanks to him… and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for 

images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles” (Rom. 1:21, 

23).  Instead of worshipping – knowing and enjoying God’s spectacular, infinite glory – 

we have turned away and turned in on ourselves. 

 Therefore the Bible says that the wrath of God is upon all humankind because of 

its idolatry.  “Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin” (Rom. 3:9).  Everyone, all of us, 

deserve not just for Jesus to cease supporting us and pull the plug and make us disappear 

(that’s not what hell is), but rather we deserve to be punished forever with the 
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unmitigated wrath of God poured out on us for eternity.  That’s what we deserve, 

rightfully, justly for our mutiny and persistent resistance to the sole, self-sufficient, 

satisfying source of existence. 

 And yet the mercy, the patience, the continued grace and giving!  God the Son not 

only continues to sustain a fallen, rebellious universe by a stay of execution, but he 

himself entered into it!  “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (Jn. 

1:14).  And he goes to the sinners, the outcasts, the broken, the needy; the mute, the 

crippled, the lame, the blind; Jewish fishermen and Gentile dogs and gives himself 

away… gladly.  And ultimately he goes to the cross and gives himself as a substitute to 

take the penalty sinful men deserve, to take eternal hell upon himself and exhaust it so 

that sinful people can not just have an improved life, but eternal life, life spent knowing 

and enjoying God’s glory forever. 

John 1:16 puts it this way: “From the fullness of his grace we have all received 

one blessing after another;” grace upon grace.  What a giving and forgiving God!  Jesus 

truly is full of compassion, a cascade of compassion, unbelievable self-giving.  It is 

utterly unfathomably.  I’m not saying this so that you will pity him or think it’s touching 

or cute.  I’m saying this so that you will “despise [yourself] and repent in dust and ashes” 

(Job. 42:6) and be blown away by his grace and fall on your face and gladly adore him.  

Oh the depth of the riches of the grace and compassion of Christ!  How unending his 

mercies and his love beyond tracing out.  Who has ever stood over God, that God would 

be dependant on him!?  For from him and through him and to him are all things.  He is 

the sole, self-sufficient, satisfying source of salvation.  To him be the glory forever!  

Amen. 

 

The Pharisees and Sadducess 

 Well after The Feeding of the Four Thousand, that great picture of Jesus’ 

overflowing compassion, we read that Jesus returned to Jewish territory and was met 

most likely by a delegation from the establishment in Jerusalem.  “The Pharisees and 

Sadducees came to Jesus and tested him by asking him to show them a sign from heaven” 

(16:1).  What is this a picture of?  It’s the opposite of acknowledged undeservedness that 

holds out empty hands to receive from Jesus.  It is foolhardy arrogance that presumes to 

stand over and above Jesus.  They put him to the test.  This wasn’t a humble request.  

This was a test looking for reasons to disbelieve, a prideful mockery and refusal of Jesus. 

 Does Jesus bow to their wishes?  No.  “He replied, ‘When evening comes, you 

say, “It will be fair weather, for the sky is red,” and in the morning, “Today it will be 

stormy, for the sky is red and overcast.”  You know how to interpret the appearance of 

the sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times.  A wicked and adulterous 

generation looks for a miraculous sign, but none will be given it except the sign of 

Jonah.’  Jesus then left them and went away” (vv. 2-4).  What terrifying words – “Jesus 

then left them and went away.” 

 The Pharisees and Sadducees – the two official, leading parties of the Jews – 

believed they were smart.  Indeed in many ways they were.  They had figured out how to 

forecast the weather before Tom Skilling.  Jesus here attests to a rhyme that my 

grandmother taught me – “Sky red at night, sailors’ delight; sky red in morning, sailors 

take warning.”  It roughly works.  But they were clueless about the larger patterns of life.  

They should have been able to read the times and based upon their Scriptures recognize 
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that Jesus was bringing the kingdom of God.  But they were oblivious.  James 

Montgomery Boice paraphrased Jesus’ reply, “You worry about whether it is going to 

rain tomorrow, but you don’t give a single serious thought to where you will spend 

eternity.”
2
 

 It’s like so many people today too.  Very intelligent, knows a lot of knowledge, 

but completely lacking in wisdom.  Unable, unwilling, to process the larger questions.  

Smug in their perceived intelligence, content to think that they are powerful, have some 

control, the respect of some people and reveling in their self-appointed divinity.  Often 

we’re okay with Jesus as long as he’s okay with tagging along on our ego-trip.  But we 

get very frustrated with him when he doesn’t do what we want him to.  We test him with 

demands for an easy life, an answer to prayer, a thrilling experience.  We want him to 

dance a jig for us.  And Jesus, the real Jesus, says no. 

He calls it wicked and adulterous and says the only sign he will give is the sign of 

Jonah.  We’ve seen this phrase ‘sign of Jonah’ before back in 12:39.  There Jesus 

explains it a bit more.  It’s referring to his resurrection.  Just as the OT figure Jonah was 

cast into the sea as a sin offering, stayed three days in the belly of a fish, and was spit 

back out onto land to preach repentance to the Ninevites, so Jesus will be cast into the 

ocean of God’s wrath as a perfect sin offering, stay three days in the darkness of a tomb, 

and then be raised back to life so that “repentance and forgiveness of sins will be 

preached in his name to all nations” (Lk. 24:47).  This is the one sure sign given to all 

people that Jesus is indeed God come to earth to redeem it.  It calls everyone to submit to 

him as Lord and Savior. 

I was watching Charlie Rose this week and he was interviewing this academically 

decorated art historian now at Cambridge named Thomas de Wesselow about his new 

book
3
, fresh out for Easter, that deals with Shroud of Turin – that cloth that some people 

believe was the burial cloth of Jesus and contains the imprint of his face on it.  Now, just 

so you know, I don’t give a hoot about the Shroud of Turin, but it was interesting to listen 

to this man talk from his field of expertise about the shroud and how it couldn’t possibly 

be a Medieval work of art and was most likely the actual grave clothes of Jesus of 

Nazareth!  And then his conclusion: this explains the whole phenomenon of the 

resurrection!  Peter and John rushed to the tomb and saw the grave clothes – the Shroud 

of Turin – and saw the image on it and experienced that image as Jesus… and that 

explains the resurrection. 

We are so smart.  We can tell an authentic DaVinci from a fake.  We know so 

many things.  But we will do anything to avoid bowing before the Lord.  We will even 

come up with the most learned ludicrous explanations for his resurrection from the dead.  

There is a deep desire in us to stand over God and test him and study him and tell him 

what he can and can’t be or do, instead of admit that we are in need of him and sit under 

him and receive from him. 

It works that way among the most sophisticated modernists, the anti-religious.  

But it also works that way among the most pious conservatives, the deeply religious.  If 

you think that somehow God is indebted to you because of your moral purity, your 

spiritual disciplines, your goodness, your zeal, your behavior, your theological 

precision… anything you do or about you, then you do the same thing.  You put yourself 

above God and resist being a recipient.  We think good works are good, but they can be 
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downright evil if they are viewed as a tool for getting God’s approval while avoiding his 

grace. 

It’s fascinating here to see the Pharisees and the Sadducees together because they 

were kind of like Republicans and Democrats, they didn’t mix well.  Pharisees were 

strong nationalists wanting to return Israel to strict Law-keeping and get out from 

underneath the Romans.  The Sadducees were accommodationists willing to work with 

the Romans and a little more loose on their interpretations of the Law.  The Pharisees you 

remember from the beginning of ch. 15 supplemented the Law with their own traditions.  

The Sadducees subtracted from God’s revelation with the denial of another world (cf. 

22:23).  The Pharisees were conservatives; the Sadducees were liberals.  The Pharisees 

were stridently religious; the Sadducees were cool irreligious-types.  The Pharisees were 

moralists; the Sadducees were relativists.  Legalistic and licentious.  Oil and water.  They 

hated each other.  And yet they were walking in tandem here.  Why?  Because both 

represented a way to avoid needing Jesus.  The Sadducees minimized sin and judgment.  

The Pharisees just thought that applied to other people.  Neither truly saw how great their 

own need was and thus they toy with Jesus.  And Jesus leaves them and goes away. 

 

The Disciples 

 Now the last section.  We’ve looked at the Gentiles and seen Jesus’ overflow of 

compassion.  Then we looked at the Pharisees and Sadducees and their stubborn refusal 

to submit to Jesus.  Now let’s look at the disciples, the ones who get it perfectly, right?  

They’ve been with Jesus for awhile now, but they are evidently still in danger of slipping 

into Pharisaic or Sadducean forms of thinking and in fact have very weak faith. 

 Let’s read on: “When they went across the lake, the disciples forgot to take bread.  

‘Be careful,’ Jesus said to them.  ‘Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees’” (16:5-6).  Yeast was a metaphor for something that spread.  It could often be 

negative.  One commentator suggested that a contemporary metaphor might be cancer.  

Beware of this cancer that can get into your soul and take over, this “toxic cynicism.”
4
  

We read at the end of this section (v. 12) that Jesus is referring to the teaching of the 

Pharisees and Sadducees.  It is indeed a metaphor.  And an effective one at that. 

 Christians are in danger of Pharisaism and Sadduceeism, aren’t they?  It can 

subtly creep back in and plague us, even take us over if we’re not careful.  In fact, I think 

it’s a constant battle of chemo and radiation until the day you die, which is your healing.  

That’s the only time we will be cancer-free.  The old flesh hangs on, that self-assured, 

self-consumed, self-confident, self-impressed, self-obsessed, self-righteous monster that 

wants to do it itself.  And that can take the form of scrupulous religious performance that 

focuses on rules.  Or that can take the form of an enlightened outlook that rounds out the 

rough edges and softens the rules.  I go back and forth between the two.  I felt like I 

pulled some punches on Easter Sunday in not talking about hell because I wanted to 

sound all cool and intelligent.  Other times I feel superior to others because I’m doing all 

the right things.  Beware the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees, brothers and sisters. 

 But it’s kind of funny.  The disciples at first don’t understand what Jesus is 

talking about.  “They discussed this among themselves and said, ‘It is because we didn’t 

bring any bread.’  Aware of their discussion, Jesus asked, ‘You of little faith, why are you 

talking among yourselves about having no bread?  Do you still not understand?  Don’t 

you remember the five loaves for the five thousand, and how many basketfuls you 
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gathered?  Or the seven loaves for the four thousand, and how many basketfuls you 

gathered?  How is it you don’t understand that I was not talking to you about bread?  But 

be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.’ Then they understood 

that he was not telling them to guard against the yeast used in bread, but against the 

teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees” (16:8-12). 

 What’s going on here?  Craig Keener says that “Jesus’ opponents were active in 

their unbelief (16:1-4), [while] his disciples were passive in their unbelief.”
5
  He 

explains: 

 

They misunderstand because they are self-absorbed.  Perhaps they were 

headed for “the sparsely populated east side” of the lake, where bread 

would be in short supply…  At any rate, the disciples had inadvertently 

neglected their responsibility to bring bread…, and they were so 

concerned about what their teacher would think about their lapse that they 

assumed he was addressing their own failure…  Yet Jesus’ point had been 

clear: given what had just transpired (16:1-4), how could they assume that 

the “leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees” referred to forgetting to bake 

bread?  Did they expect Jesus to be instructing them to bake bread from 

scratch when they had crossed the lake, but to make sure not to borrow 

any yeast from the spiritually unclean religious elite?  The disciples here 

appear inordinately dense.
6
 

 

That’s me!  Inordinately dense.  Still often so self-absorbed.  My faith – like the 

disciples’ here and unlike the Canaanite woman’s last week – is often so little.  I don’t 

trust all that God is for me in Jesus.  “Yet,” Keener writes, “the other instances of [Jesus’] 

‘little-faith’ rebuke demonstrate that it represents a reproof like that of a concerned 

parent, not that of a harsh drill-sergeant.”
7
  Jesus is infinitely patient with me and with 

you too.  He keeps calling us back to faith in him.  This paranoia they demonstrate that 

maybe they had done something wrong seems to me to be a symptom of the cancer 

previously warned against.  It reveals that they haven’t fully learned to live in and enjoy 

the bountiful, overflowing grace of Jesus and were still holding on in some sense to an 

idea of their own self-sufficiency.  Ahh, I can’t believe I did that!  Ohh, I bet he’s upset 

with me.  Instead of just praising the God of Israel. 

In thinking about these disciples and seeing myself in them I was reminded of 

some insightful words of a man named Richard Lovelace.  Allow me to quote at length 

from him.  He says one place that “a conscience which is not fully enlightened both to the 

seriousness of its condition before God, and to the grandeur of God’s merciful provision 

of redemption, will inevitably fall prey to anxiety, pride, sensuality and all the other 

expressions of that unconscious despair which Kierkegaard called ‘the sickness unto 

death.’”
8
  Do you know that feeling?  It’s the insecurity of the disciples – “It is because 

we didn’t bring any bread!” 

We need to know more deeply the infinite grace of Jesus that is extended without 

limit towards us, of all that we have in Christ.  Listen again to Lovelace.  He says:  

 

Only a fraction of the present body of professing Christians are solidly 

appropriating the justifying work of Christ in their lives [justification is 
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the free, lavish grant of infinite righteousness to desperate sinners].  Many 

have so light an apprehension of God’s holiness and of the extent and guilt 

of their sin that consciously they see little need for justification, although 

below the surface of their lives they are deeply guilt-ridden and insecure.  

Many others have a theoretical commitment to this doctrine, but in their 

day-to-day existence they rely on their sanctification for their 

justification… drawing their assurance of acceptance with God from their 

sincerity, their past experience of conversion, their recent religious 

performance or the relative infrequency of their conscious, willful 

disobedience.  Few know enough to start each day with a thoroughgoing 

stand upon Luther’s platform: you are accepted, looking outward in faith 

and claiming the wholly alien righteousness of Christ as the only ground 

for acceptance, relaxing in that quality of trust which will produce 

increasing sanctification as faith is active in love and gratitude.
9
 

 

 Elsewhere Lovelace describes what the Christian life looks like for many of us: 

 

We start each day with our personal security resting not on the accepting 

love of God and the sacrifice of Christ but on our present feelings or 

recent achievements in the Christian life.  Since these arguments will not 

quiet the human conscience, we are inevitably moved either to 

discouragement and apathy or to a self-righteousness which falsifies the 

record to achieve a sense of peace.
10

 

 

So perceptive of the dangers which Jesus is warning us of in this text. 

 

Conclusion 

Let us be aware and be on our guard against living within the framework of a 

Pharisee that arrogantly looks to our performance for the cause of our worth.  At the same 

time there’s the temptation to adopt the framework of a Sadducee that arrogantly revises 

the standard in order to claim a sense of worth.  Let’s keep coming back to Jesus, not to 

test him, but to receive from him… 

 

The Lord’s Table 

As we come to the Lord’s Table we are saying, “I have nothing.  I am nothing.  

You are full of everything, full to overflowing.  You have given me yourself.  You have 

credited me with all your righteousness.  You have set all your affection on me.  I have 

everything I need in you.  I am yours for eternity.  You are great!”  And come and 

receive… 

 

Benediction 
Knowing the righteousness that comes from God and not seeking to establish your own, 

may you submit to God’s righteousness (Rom. 10:3) and obey the gospel of the Lord 

Jesus (2Thess. 1:8) receiving in him every spiritual blessing (Eph. 1:3). 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, April 22, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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