Jesus is Yahweh

Matthew 14:13-36

Introduction

As we've gone through Matthew, we've seen that Matthew is asking and answering two questions: who is Jesus, and how should we respond to him? We've seen a multitude of answers that reveal how the Old Testament prepared the way for Jesus: Abraham's seed, King David, the virgin-born Son, the Spirit-anointed Messiah, God's Son called out of Egypt, and more.

In this text, however, we have the boldest, greatest claim: Jesus is Yahweh. Yahweh is the name revealed to Moses from the burning bush in Exodus 3. Moses had asked what name he should give the people for who had sent him. The answer was YAHWEH: I AM WHO I AM. Yahweh is God's personal, covenant name. Modern translations write LORD (all capital letters) to distinguish between the Hebrew words for God's name (YHWH) and for the title of “Lord” (adonay).

To see how this relates to Matthew 14, keep your place in Matthew and flip over a few pages to John 12. John 12:37-41:

Though he had done so many signs before them, they still did not believe in him, so that the word spoken by the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled: “Lord, who has believed what he heard from us, and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?” Therefore they could not believe. For again Isaiah said, “He has blinded their eyes and hardened their heart, lest they see with their eyes, and understand with their heart, and turn, and I would heal them.” Isaiah said these things because he saw his glory and spoke of him. John 12:37-41 (ESV) 

John quotes Isaiah 53:1 and 6:10. John says Isaiah saw Jesus and spoke of his glory. The context of Isaiah 6:10 is when Isaiah saw Yahweh high and lifted up, with the seraphim crying “Holy, Holy, Holy, is Yahweh of hosts!” John's saying here that Isaiah saw Jesus in that vision.

In this text, just like John 12, Jesus claims to be Yahweh. Not merely like him, not merely from him, but to be him. Matthew 14:13-36 shows in three ways how Jesus is Yahweh.

We'll look at this text in three sections, and in each section, we'll answer two questions: (1) What's the connection? and (2) what's the point? In each section, there is a connection to the Old Testament that affirms that Jesus is indeed the One true living God, Yahweh. Each section also has a point for why this matters to us.

Jesus Feeding the Five Thousand (14:13-21)

The feeding of the five thousand is the only miracle recorded in all four Gospels. This is likely the case because of the significance of the miracle, as we'll see.

Jesus has been informed of John the Baptist's murder and withdrew to mourn in solitude in a remote, desolate place. However, the crowds heard about it and followed him into the wilderness. Jesus had great compassion on them in the midst of his own sorrow, healed their sick, and spent the day teaching them.

The day begins to draw to a close, and the people need to eat. Reconciling the Gospel accounts of this miracle, the conversation between Jesus and the disciples seems to have gone like this:

Jesus: Where are we going to get bread to feed these people?

The disciples: It's getting late, and we're in the wilderness. Send these people home to get food for themselves.

Jesus: We don't have to send them away. You give them something to eat.

Philip: Eight months' wages can't even give these people a little taste! Where are we going to come up with that kind of money or that much food?

Jesus: Well, what do you have?

The disciples: One kid's lunch: five loaves and two fish.

Jesus: Bring it here.

When I typically think of a “loaf” of bread, I either think of getting a sliced loaf of sandwich bread, or one of those long French bread loaves. John's Gospel includes the detail that it was a “barley” loaf, which was the poorest quality bread; only those who were extremely destitute would eat such lowly food. The “loaves” were more like biscuits, roughly the size of a Twinkie, according to R.C. Sproul. The fish weren't big, deep-fried catfish fillets, but smaller fish like sardines to flavor the bread. This was a single-person meal.

Also, note Philip's response to Jesus in John 6: Eight month's wages could only buy enough to give everyone a taste—certainly not enough to sufficiently satisfy them. Not enough for just a taste.

Jesus takes the little food they have, blesses it, and gives it to the disciples to distribute. There was enough for everyone to be filled. The Greek word for “filled” (χoρτάζoμαι) “means to have enough, and more than enough, to eat (cf. 5:6). It was used primarily of fattening cattle (cf. Luke 15:16). A less elegant version might be “were stuffed.”

The disciples are then able to each pick up a basket of leftovers. Jesus has just fed 5000 men, which doesn't count the number of women and children present. Assuming a wife and child per man (which is a very conservative estimate), that's 15,000 people. 

What's the connection?

This was what an Israelite coming out of Egypt would say: “We followed Yahweh into the wilderness, where he gave bread to a huge crowd of people to satisfy their hunger.”

This is what a Jew who was there that day with Jesus and the disciples would say: “We followed Jesus into the wilderness, where he gave bread to a huge crowd of people to satisfy their hunger.”

In Exodus, the people are liberated from Egyptian slavery, but they begin to complain about their lack of food. Yahweh graciously gave them manna, which they made into cakes and loaves, every day with the dew. When the dew burned off, manna was left on the ground for them to gather and make into bread. God gave this bread to them for forty years (Exodus 16:35).

When Jesus gives the people bread in the wilderness, the connection with the exodus should have been screaming in the minds of the Jews. 

(1) Yahweh miraculously gave the people bread in the wilderness

(2) Jesus (Yahweh saves) gave us bread in the wilderness

(Therefore) Jesus is Yahweh.

What's the point?

Again, John 6 provides more details here about the significance of this miracle, which we are prone to miss. In fact, the people who actually ate the bread and fish missed it!

Jesus gently rebukes the crowds for their misguided enthusiasm. They were excited because their bellies were full, but they weren't seeing beyond that. “Don't work for the food that perishes [like you just ate yesterday] but for the food that lasts for eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you, because God the Father has set his seal of approval on Him” (John 6:27).

Don't pursue physical satisfaction, which is fleeting and vain. Food is eaten and expelled. It gets stale and moldy. That which is temporal is far inferior to the eternal, because it cannot satisfy your soul. Work for what's eternal, not for what will perish.

The natural, logical question then gets asked: “What can we do to perform the works of God?” If you say we shouldn't work for perishing food, but for eternal-life-giving bread, how do we do that?

Jesus' answer is powerful, despite its brevity and simplicity: “This is the work of God—that you believe in the One He has sent” (John 6:29). Just believe Him. Trust Him. Follow Him. Submit to His word, His rule, and His reign over your life.

Jesus is the satisfaction of our souls; he is not a vending machine for our fleeting, worldly desires. The people followed him because they saw him as a vending machine dispensing free lunches. The satisfaction of their souls was found in vain pursuits of their desires, and not in seeking “first the kingdom of God and his righteousness,” so that “all these things may be added to you as well” (Matthew 6:33).

It's important to note that the people weren't rebuked for being filled with the loaves and fish. They enjoyed them, and they should have. They were rebuked because saw nothing more than the loaves and fish. The good gifts that God has given us should be enjoyed to the fullest. Husbands, let us delight in our wives. Wives, delight in your husbands. When you eat, enjoy good food. Whatever you enjoy doing, it's not sin to enjoy it. Enjoying God's good gifts is a demonstration of our thankfulness to him and our recognition of his goodness and kindness to us. It's sin to enjoy it without thinking of the glorious, kind, and good God who provided it for you. It is sin to be consumed and satisfied with the gifts and have no mind for the Giver at all. It's a sin to never move from barley loaves to the Bread of Life.

In what do you “drown your sorrows”? Where do you go for happiness? Where do you find comfort? This is the great evil of addiction, regardless of what the object of addition is. Addiction is seeking to find comfort, happiness, rest, and sustenance in that which is simply unable to do so.

Jesus is the bread of life. He is the bread that lasts for eternal life. He alone can satisfy your soul. He alone is the bread that when eaten, will never leave you hungry again (John 6:35). Look to Jesus to satisfy your soul. 

Jesus Walking on Water

After feeding the people, Jesus sends them home and sends the disciples to the boat to cross the lake. Jesus retired to the mountain to pray by himself. When nighttime came, the boat was already three miles or so from shore and was being battered by a storm. It may have even been a demonically empowered storm, since the word for “beaten” or “battered” by the waves is literally “tormented.”

The watches of the night were four three-hour blocks of time from 6:00 PM to 6:00 AM. The fourth watch of the night would have been between 3:00 AM and 6:00 AM. At this time, with the boat foundering in the storm, Jesus walks the three or four miles to them. On the water.

This was the last straw for the disciples: whatever shreds of composure they had managed to hold together were now officially gone. They were terrified. They're on the water, at night, in the middle of a storm, and here comes what has to be a ghost walking toward them. Jesus calms their fears by identifying himself.

Since it is you, please enable me to do the same thing you are doing better captures the intent of Peter's request.

Peter takes a few steps onto the waves himself, but when the sight of the storm stole his focus, he began to drown. He cried out, “Lord, save me!” which Jesus did immediately.

The disciples welcome the two into the boat, amazed at Jesus. Jesus chides them for doubting, and as soon as Jesus steps into the boat the storm ceases. The disciples worship him, declaring, “Truly You are the Son of God!”

What's the connection?

The Israelites were never a sea-faring people. The only time they had a navy was during Solomon's reign, and even then the navy was made up of foreign vessels conscripted into Solomon's service. The waters were always a source and image of uncertainty, disorder, chaos, fear, and/or death.

When God created the heavens and the earth, initially everything was “formless and void.” There was no order yet, so the unformed universe was like “the deep,” yet the Spirit of God brooded over the face of the waters.

Isaiah 43 contains the statement, “I will be with you when you pass through the waters, and when you pass through the rivers, they will not overwhelm you” (43:2). The Red Sea and the Jordan River were barriers preventing the people from safety and God's promises.

Revelation 21 contains John's vision of the new heavens and the new earth, in which “there is no longer any sea.” In the revitalized, perfected universe, there is no longer any uncertainty, chaos, disorder, fear, or death.

In Job 9, Job comparing how big, holy, mighty, just, and significant God is, in contrast to how lowly, insignificant, weak, and wicked we are. He says, “God is wise and all-powerful. Who has opposed Him and come out unharmed?” Job then begins to describe God's power and majesty, and he includes an interesting statement in verse 8: “He alone stretches out the heavens and treads on the waves of the sea.” For Job, only the One true God, Yahweh, could do something as amazing and wonderful and powerful as walk across the very image of chaos, death, and fear. And yet, here's Jesus, treading on the waves of the sea.

Further, Jesus makes a very direct claim to be Yahweh in this text, but it gets obscured in many modern translations. When he draws near to the boat, what he tells them is, “Take courage! I AM. Do not be afraid.” Jesus here makes as plain and clear a claim to identity with Yahweh as he ever could. There's no cause for terror, he says, because Yahweh himself is here.

What's the point?

One purpose of this miracle is simply to leave us as awestruck as the disciples. R.T. France puts it this way, “Jesus’ walking on water is recorded rather as a spectacular instance of his supernatural power, which evokes a suitably awed and theologically loaded response from the disciples (v. 33). Behind their reaction lies the OT imagery of God walking on or through the sea (Job 9:8; Ps 77:19; Isa 43:16), a potent symbol of the Creator’s control over the unruly forces of his world”
.

The further application of this for both the disciples then and for us now is that Jesus is not only the provider of what our bodies and souls need for sustenance (as in the bread and fish), but also He who is sovereign over all that which is beyond our control. What is uncertainty, fear, danger, disorder, and chaos to us is nothing that can overwhelm or overthrow Jesus.

When Peter comes out on the water himself, he's chided for “doubting.” This is the same word used in 28:17, and it refers not to unbelief so much as “a practical hesitation, wavering, being in two minds. Peter’s problem was not so much lack of intellectual conviction as the conflict between the evidence of his senses and the invitation of Jesus”
. 

We are guilty of doubting when we no longer “fix our eyes on Jesus, the Author and Finisher of our faith” (Hebrews 12:2), and see the strength of the winds of circumstances and situations. Peter's faith was small because he was trying to be of two minds: he could not look to Jesus and see the wind both.

We cannot focus on our sin and the effects of sin and the evil powers at war around us. We would be overcome and overwhelmed and drowned in no time. But, because Yahweh Saves (Jesus) is with us, we can pass through the waters of sin, sickness, fear, pain, death—whatever the Evil One can wield against us—without fear.

Jesus Healing in Gennesaret

Having reached the other side of the lake, the crowds recognized Jesus and brought the sick to Him to be healed. This is not uncommon, even in what we've seen in Matthew thus far. What's distinct about this particular time is the insistence of the people to merely touch the tassels of Jesus' robe so that they may be healed.

Different translations may read “hem” or “fringe” of his garment, but “tassels” is the clearest and best descriptive. Touching the tassels of the garment has already been seen in Matthew 9, where the woman with the issue of blood touches Jesus' tassel in the midst of the crowd. The healing of that woman was in this vicinity, so it's likely that the people heard her story—possibly directly from her—and asked Jesus for the same.

What's the connection?

“Speak to the people of Israel, and tell them to make tassels on the corners of their garments throughout their generations, and to put a cord of blue on the tassel of each corner. And it shall be a tassel for you to look at and remember all the commandments of the Lord, to do them, not to follow after your own heart and your own eyes, which you are inclined to whore after. Numbers 15:38-39 (ESV) 

God had instituted reminders into the fabric (pardon the pun) of everyday life in Israel. These institutions were abused for self-promotion and self-righteousness by the Pharisees of Jesus' day, but the things themselves were to be reminders and motivators to faithfulness and obedience to God.

The sick, like the bleeding woman, would be ceremonially unclean and unable to enter the temple and worship. They were estranged from God, helpless in their condition. Unlike their neighbors the Gadarenes, they did not run Jesus out of town (Matthew 8:34; Mark 5:17); rather, they humbly begged Jesus to touch the tassels of his robe and be healed.

Many think that Jesus was simply graciously indulging a superstitious belief in a magical property of his clothes. Perhaps. Either way, Jesus wore tassels on His robes in obedience to God's law, the very thing they symbolized.

Only Yahweh can forgive sins (Matthew 9:1-8; Mark 2:1-12), and Jesus' power to heal disease is the demonstration of His authority to do so as well. All those who were sick were unable to worship; by grasping the tassels of His robe, they were supposed to remember the goodness of God's commands and the evil of their sin. They were to look to Jesus to heal their sin-sick hearts, not only their disease-ravaged bodies.

What's the point?

Our acceptance, our forgiveness, our being loved by God is based on trusting Jesus, not our ability, worthiness, or performance.

The symbolism of grasping the tassels is beautifully poetic, whether or not it was present in the minds of the people at the time. The sinful people were reaching away from themselves, taking hold of a reminder of righteousness worn by Righteousness Himself. We take hold of the tassels by confessing with heart and mouth, “I cannot rid myself of the sickness of sin. Only Jesus can. He's the only One who can make unclean clean. He's the only One who can make the sinful accepted and loved and forgiven. I throw myself at His feet, submit myself to Him, and beg for mercy.”

If you are here today and you have not been saved from your sins by Jesus the Christ, you are estranged from God. You are His enemy, and He is yours. Remember Job's words: Who has opposed Him and come out unharmed? If you remain in your rebellion against God, you will perish forever in hell.

But Jesus never turns away any who come to Him. Remember His words in John 6: “Everyone the Father gives Me will come to Me, and the one who comes to Me I will never cast out” (John 6:37). Jesus has already taught in Matthew, “Ask, and it will be given to you.” If you want forgiveness from God, so that He is no longer Enemy but Father, ask! He will never turn you away.

Just like the people of Gennesaret, you must give up ever pleasing God or being reconciled to Him based on what you do, did, or haven't done. You are vile, wretched, and doomed. Say to Jesus, “I cannot rid myself of the sickness of sin. Only You can. You're the only One who can make the unclean clean. You're the only One who can make sinful, despicable worms like me accepted, loved, and forgiven. I throw myself at Your feet, submit myself to You, and beg for mercy.” You will be accepted, loved, and forgiven. He will NEVER cast you out.

For those of us who do rest in His mercy, we never cease in our need for that mercy. We never get to the point where we are sufficient on our own without Jesus. We are to always look to Him as the Righteous One. We are accepted as beloved sons because we are united to The Beloved Son. God is not out to get you. He is not punishing you when things go badly, and he is not rewarding you when things go well; He is treating you with fatherly love and discipline to make you more pleasing to Himself.

Hallelujah!

My soul, praise Yahweh.

I will praise Yahweh all my life;

I will sing to my God as long as I live.

Do not trust in nobles, in man, who cannot save.

When his breath leaves him, he returns to the ground;

on that day his plans die.

Happy is the one whose help is the God of Jacob,

whose hope is in Yahweh his God,

the Maker of heaven and earth, the sea and everything in them.

He remains faithful forever,

executing justice for the exploited and giving food to the hungry.

Yahweh frees prisoners.

Yahweh opens the eyes of the blind.

Yahweh raises up those who are oppressed.

Yahweh loves the righteous.

Yahweh protects foreigners and helps the fatherless and widow,

but He frustrates the ways of the wicked.

Yahweh reigns forever;

Zion, your God reigns for all generations.

Hallelujah!
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